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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this qualitative interview study was to identify the unique stressors Black
mid-level student affairs administrators encounter, how they cope with such stressors, and the
perceived consequences of these encounters and coping mechanisms. Data for this qualitative
interview study was collected from face-to-face interviews with eight Black mid-level student
affairs administrators at predominantly White institutions in the U.S, and from and an optional
diary entry. Findings revealed that participants experienced racialized role strain as a result of
interactions with White peers and supervisors, same-race peers, and navigating campus climate.
Specifically, the Black mid-level participants experienced strain in their roles when they were
left on their own to deal with issues of campus climate and campus racial incidents, resulting in
cultural taxation and racial battle fatigue. The racialized role strain of the Black mid-level
student affairs administrators resulted in coping strategies that included social supports, spiritual
and religious practices, mental health counseling, medication, physical activity, and departure.
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CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

In the recent report Projections of Education Statistics to 2025, the authors predicted that
enrollment in American postsecondary institutions will climb 15% from 2014 to 2025 (Hussar &
Bailey, 2017). Specifically, Hussar and Bailey (2017) reported greater proportional increases
among women than men, among adults than traditional-age students, among graduate students
than undergraduates, and among students of Color than White students. As a result, it is
reasonable to assume that as higher education admits a more diverse student population, the
environment would be devoid of racism, sexism, ageism, and other forms of oppression
experienced by underrepresented populations. Yet Burke (2006) argued that as diversity
increases in an organization, conflict is inevitable.
Within the last year, a number of documented incidents on college campuses have
affected the well-being and safety of students of Color. Taylor Dumpson was elected as the first
Black female Student Government Association (SGA) president of American University in
March of 2017. On the morning of her inauguration, the campus awoke to bananas and nooses
hanging on campus.
Chennell Rowe, a Black student at the University of Hartford, was tormented by her
White roommate, Brianna Brochu. According to the The Journal of Blacks in Higher Education
(JBHE, 2017), Brochu was expelled after she posted the following on social media:
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After one and a half months spitting in her coconut oil, putting moldy clam dip in her
lotions, rubbing used tampons on her backpack, putting her toothbrush places where the
sun doesn’t shine, and so much more, I can finally say goodbye to Jamaican Barbie.
Such examples of torment and intimidation illustrate the vulnerability of Black students
(and faculty, staff, and administrators) at predominantly White institutions (PWIs). Both
examples represent racial slurs and innuendos toward persons of African descent; the former has
its roots in White colonizers likening Africans to monkeys and implying that they lived in the
trees until the Europeans came. Additionally, the noose was widely used during the Jim Crow
segregation era as a form of intimidation to promote White supremacy and Black powerlessness.
While African Americans were the primary targets of lynching, Native Americans,
Latinos/Hispanics, and Asian Americans were also victims of this form of genocide that
reinforced White supremacy.
Mid-level administrators are often tasked as first responders to incidents such as those
described above. They assume the role of crisis managers and counselors, tending to the needs of
students, staff, and the institution—which can at times conflict with each other. While
universities have systems in place to address the trauma inflicted on students, Black mid-level
administrators are left to figure out how to cope with the shock not only from these racialized
incidents but also from the daily navigations and negotiations of their mid-level role as a person
of African descent. Thus, the purpose of this qualitative study is to understand how Black midlevel administrators negotiate their professional and racial identities, identify the unique stressors
these individuals encounter, and learn how they cope with such challenges.
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Research Questions
This study will examine the unique stressors Black mid-level administrators encounter,
how they cope with such matters, and the perceived consequences of confronting and managing
these stressors. The study illuminates the experiences of Black mid-level administrators who
must find ways to negotiate the strain within their professional and racial identities that results
from dissonance between their sense of obligation to the organization and their fear of loss if the
personal values are not in with their organization. The study is guided by the following research
questions:
1. How do Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience and negotiate the
racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities?
2. What are the unique stressors that Black mid-level student affairs administrators
experience in their roles?
3. What coping strategies do Black mid-level student affairs administrators enact when
dealing with racialized role strain?
4. What are the perceived consequences of racialized role strain for Black mid-level
administrators?
Statement of the Problem
Racially traumatic events, such as police and other violence towards Blacks, affect
individuals at and outside of work (McCluney et al., 2017). For example, police killings of
Blacks impact Black Americans’ mental health by creating racial trauma, a psychological
phenomenon some experts describe as similar to post-traumatic stress disorder (Turner, 2016).
Racial trauma is defined as experiencing psychological symptoms such as anxiety,

3

hypervigilance to a threat, or lack of hopefulness for your future as a result of repeated exposure
to racism or discrimination (Turner, 2016).
Despite the impact of these consistent yet unpredictable occurrences, Black employees
may feel pressure to maintain a professional demeanor and carry out their regular work routines
(Roberts, 2005). Black administrators are often expected not only to perform their regular work
routines, but also to attend to students and communities impacted by racially traumatic events, an
expectation and practice labeled cultural taxation (Joseph & Hirshfield, 2011). In addition to
managing the impact of such events, individuals from marginalized backgrounds often “describe
their work climate as hostile, invalidating, and insulting because of microaggressions that assail
their race, gender, or sexual orientation identities” (Sue, 2010, p. 213).
The mid-level administrator position is both complex and essential to the success of the
student affairs mission on a college campus (Mills, 2009). Mather, Bryan, and Faulkner (2009)
asserted that there is a lack of support mechanisms for university administrators in mid-level
student affairs roles. Mid-level college and university administrators serve the “formidable role
of bridging the gap between university policymakers and frontline staff” (Mather et al., 2009, p.
244). Maintaining this bridge is not the only way in which mid-level administrators serve the
institution; they also have important “supervisory, budgetary, and leadership responsibilities”
(Mather et al., 2009, p. 245).
The organizational placement of mid-level administrators provides “unique access to both
the decision-making processes and the on-the-ground realities” that exist within the campus
environment (Mather et al., 2009, p. 248). Additionally, mid-level student affairs administrators,
in essence, lead from the middle, which may encompass the promotion of their organization’s
vision. This vision is developed from another individual’s agenda (e.g., that of the university
4

president, vice president, or others) and mid-level professionals are tasked with “leading and
influencing others beyond the formal scope of their position” (Mather et al., 2009, p. 249). It is
for this reason that Mather et al. (2009) suggest that leadership skills are the most critical
competencies for successful mid-level student affairs administrators.
In recognizing the importance of leadership skills for mid-level student affairs
administrators, it is vital to understand how racialized role strain may relate to this population’s
leadership practices. One’s race and ethnicity as a person of Color may further complicate the
process of traversing the sometimes-unclear professional role of the middle manager (Masse et
al., 2007). There is limited research pertaining to the lived experiences of Black mid-level
student affairs administrators, the unique stressors they face at the intersection of their racial and
occupational identities, and the strategies they enact to cope with these stressors.
Significance of the Study
Racial politics is loosely defined as the practice of political actors exploiting the issue of
race to forward an agenda (Thernstrom, 2007). Racial politics operate on multiple levels,
including interpersonal, institutional, and structural (Duane, 2017; Feagin, 2014). Due to their
dual identities as administrators and Black-identified individuals, amid episodes of campus racial
unrest Black mid-level student affairs administrators may experience role strain related to
serving the institution while trying to maintain their connection to and solidarity with the Black
community. Black mid-level administrators at predominantly White institutions (PWIs) in
particular often face the need to navigate multiple levels of racial politics simultaneously.
Considerable attention has been devoted to the persistence and pervasiveness of racism in
the U.S. broadly and on college campuses specifically, despite the advancements of the postCivil Rights era (Allen, 1992; Altbach & Lomotey, 1991; Bell, 1992; Chesler et al., 2005;
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Feagin, 2010; Garcia et al., 2011; Harper & Hurtado, 2007). In sum, the research shows that the
experiences and daily negotiations of faculty and staff on campus are tiring and frequently mirror
the national sociopolitical tenor. Student affairs administrators are often responsible for
promoting diversity on college campuses, developing policies and programs that increase the
involvement and success of underrepresented students (Howard-Hamilton et al., 1998), and
addressing concerns surrounding identity politics (Pope et al., 2009). Yet little research has
explored how these student affairs professionals tend to the needs of the campus community
while dealing with racial incivility when their own identities are being attacked or threatened.
Given the need to maintain connection and solidarity with one’s own racial and ethnic
community while also fulfilling one’s occupational obligations, it is vital to investigate how
Black mid-level administrators define, negotiate, and cope with the strain between their
professional and racial identities. The support and retention of Black mid-level administrators
has implications for staff recruitment and the professional pipelines for advancement to
administrative leadership positions at the middle and senior levels of higher education. This
study aims to bring more visibility to the lives of administrators positioned in the middle of
organizational structures who occupy a racial minority identity while managing campus racial
incidents.
This study is significant because while Black faculty and student experiences are often
studied relative to campus racial unrest (Griffin et al., 2011; Hurtado, 1992; Johnsrud & Sadao,
1998; Museus et al., 2008; Stanley, 2006, Turner, 2002; Turner et al., 2011; Turner & Myers,
1999; Rankin & Reason, 2005; Reid & Radhakrishnan, 2003; Worthington et al., 2008), the
experiences of administrators are less often studied. In fact, no study has specifically examined
the experiences of Black middle managers and the duality of their professional and racial
6

identities. This study also has implications for policy and practice. Previous research has shown
that Black faculty and staff may be disproportionately expected or asked to serve as mentors and
role models in comparison to their White counterparts. Such inconsistencies create inequitable
conditions in the workplace and can be emotionally taxing for Black professionals (Joseph &
Hirscfield, 2011).
Lastly, this study may be applicable to multiple audiences, including Black mid-level
managers and their supervisors. First, the study will provide empirical evidence that foregrounds
concerns and experiences of Black middle managers that are often unaddressed in the workplace.
Second, the study may inform senior administrators about how their staff experience role strain
amid campus racial climate incidents and suggest ways to better support them.
Conceptual Framework
A critical racial analysis of racialized role strain and role theory (Goode, 1960) provide
the conceptual framework for this study. This framework derives from several disciplines
including education, organizational studies, psychology, and sociology. Racialized role strain
(Stevenson, 2012) is the central phenomenon explored in this study, as Black mid-level
administrators struggle to negotiate and balance determinants and impediments hindering their
existence as multidimensional selves betwixt their racial and professional identities
Role Strain
Goode (1960) defined role strain as the “felt difficulty in fulfilling role obligations” (p.
483). Role strain is derived from role theory, an approach to social psychology and sociology
that views most interpersonal activity to be the acting-out of socially constructed and understood
roles (Miller, 2016). Role strain occurs in the presence of competing demands, where an
individual either lacks the resources to meet the demands or cannot do so because they contradict
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one another (Howson, 2015). Role strain can contribute to poor physical and mental health
outcomes, depending on the context in which it occurs, the time required to undertake the
obligations associated with a particular role, and the resources available to meet these
expectations (Hecht, 2001). The work of Kahn (1964) on role conflict and role ambiguity sought
to illuminate the nature, sources, and consequences of role conflict and overload on an
individual’s physical and mental health. By exploring how Black mid-level student affairs
administrators experience and negotiate racialized role strain at predominantly White
institutions, the study will illuminate the unique stressors that impact this population.
Racialized Role Strain
The concept of racialized role strain was first identified by Stevenson (2012) in her
dissertation study entitled Racial Battle Fatigue (RBF), Role Strain, and African American
Faculty at Public Community Colleges. Stevenson (2012) described role strain as framed by
three dimensions: role ambiguity, role conflict, and role overload. Stevenson posited that Black
community college faculty members’ racialized role strain aggravates what extant literature has
identified as the conventional stressors of their faculty role. I argue that faculty members’
administrative peers experience similar incidents and conditions of racialized role strain,
instigated by racial microaggressions and subsequent RBF due to the tasks, duties, and
expectations imposed upon them. The phenomenon of racialized role strain will illuminate the
perspectives of Black mid-level administrators whose voices have been marginalized or
neglected and provide content and language towards enacting change in their work
environments.
Figure 1 provides a visual representation of the conceptual framework of this study. The
figure representing a Black mid-level administrator stands in the middle of a seesaw, attempting
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to balance their racial and professional identities. The weights on either side represent impeding
factors to the Black administrator’s positioning in the work environment. The red explosion at
the fulcrum represents the strain on the Black mid-level administrators as they negotiate the
stressors on their two identities. This is an appropriate framework for understanding role strain
among Black mid-level student affairs administrators because it conveys how individual and
collective social behavior impact an individual’s social positions and roles (Biddle, 1986; Turner,
2002).

Figure 1. Representation of conceptual framework.
Overview of Research Design
This qualitative study is guided by qualitative interview methodology. Drawing on two
semi-structured interviews with each participant, separated by a one-week participant diary, I
analyzed the data using thematic analysis. I initially sought to solicit eight to 12 participants for
9

the study. Ultimately eight participants were recruited utilizing a criterion sampling approach of
Black mid-level student affairs administrators at four-year public institutions in the U.S.
Definitions of Terms
Below are definitions for terms used routinely throughout the dissertation. These definitions
are useful in clarifying my interpretations and intended meanings.
● Black. Within the context of this study, “Black” serves as a racial/ethnic identifier for any
individual of African descent, including individuals born in the U.S. as well as
immigrants from Africa or the Caribbean. The terms “African American” and “Black”
are used interchangeably in this study and both terms encompass those who are or are not
U.S. citizens.
● Campus climate: The degree to which a campus achieves an inclusive and diverse
campus community. The current attitudes, perceptions, and patterns of organizational
campus life (Peterson & Spencer, 1990).
● Campus culture: Campus culture encompasses stakeholders’ shared values, beliefs, and
assumptions about the organization and their habitual participation in routine practices
and communal events, representing deeply embedded patterns of institutional behavior
(Peterson & Spencer, 1990).
● Cultural taxation: Cultural taxation refers to “the obligation to show good citizenship
towards the institution by serving its needs for ethnic representation on committees, or to
demonstrate knowledge and commitment to a cultural group, which, though it may bring
accolades to the institution, is not usually rewarded by the institution on whose behalf the
service was performed” (Padilla, 1994, p. 24).
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● Racial microaggressions: Racial microaggressions are described as “brief and
commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether intentional
or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and
insults toward people of Color” (Sue et al., 2007a, p. 273).
● Role ambiguity: Role ambiguity refers to the degree to which clear information is lacking
with respect to the expectations associated with a role. It results in employees feeling that
their task expectations have been vaguely or inadequately conveyed, leaving them unsure
as to where to direct their efforts (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Mobily, 1991).
● Role conflict: Role conflict is defined as the existence of clear but competing or
incompatible role expectations (Katz & Kahn, 1978; Mobily, 1991)
● Role overload: Role overload refers to the perception that one is being asked to perform
too many tasks in the specified time, or that the duties assigned are beyond the
individual’s abilities or too difficult to achieve given the situational context (Rizzo et al.,
1970).
● Role strain: Role strain is the felt or perceived difficulty in fulfilling role obligations
(Goode, 1960).
● Student affairs: Student affairs is a division within a college or university setting that
seeks to provide services and enhances the development of college students, outside of
the classroom through any advising, counseling, management, or administrative function
(Love, 2003).
● Student Affairs Mid-level Manager: This study uses McClellan, Stringer, & Barr’s,
(2009) definition of mid-level management as a college or university employee who has
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supervisory responsibilities for entry-level professionals/or support staff in one or more
functional areas, programs, or departments within student affairs unit.

Overview of the Study
Chapter One provides an overview of the purpose and significance of the study and
identifies the research questions, which focus on exploring Black mid-level administrators’
experiences and negotiations of racialized role strain in the context of responding to campus
racial incidents. Chapter Two provides a deeper historical understanding of the literature related
to campus climate in higher education, the role and strain on mid-level administrators in higher
education, and the coping skills persons of Color enact when dealing with race-related stress; the
chapter will highlight the absence of literature on those who navigate the intersection of these
spaces. Chapter Three will describe the research design, data collection, and data analysis
strategies employed in the study. Research design will include a discussion of the role of the
researcher, the sample, issues of reliability and validity, and measures taken to protect
participants. Data collection methods include the sources of the data, logistics of the collection
method, and data analysis. Chapter Four will present the study’s findings. Finally, Chapter Five
concludes the study with a critical racial analysis of the findings and offers implications for
policy and practice.
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CHAPTER TWO:
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

Over the past several decades, research exploring the status of African Americans in
higher education has grown tremendously. Much of this literature has investigated the
experiences, access, retention, and degree completion of African American students as well as
the experiences, recruitment, and retention of African American faculty (Cuyjet et al., 2011;
Holmes, 2004; Jackson, 2001, 2002; Stanley, 2006a). In contrast, the literature illuminating the
experiences of or issues relating to African American administrators in higher education remains
scant in comparison to that of African American students and faculty (Holmes, 2004; Jackson,
2001; Jackson et al., 2017; Jones et al., 2012; Watson, 2001).
Much of the extant literature on student affairs administrators centers on entry-level
professionals (Burkard et al., 2004; Mather et al., 2009; Renn & Hodges, 2007) and senior
administrators (Beeny et al., 2005; Moneta & Jackson, 2011; Reisser, 2002). However, there
remains a gap in the literature concerning mid-level professionals, with the last major national
study published nearly 15 years ago (Rosser, 2004). Aside from the aforementioned empirical
studies, little research is available concerning issues affecting mid-level professionals of color in
higher education settings broadly, and Black professionals specifically.
Within the available literature, findings indicate that Black mid-level administrators must
contend with role negotiation, power struggles, and group interactions that are complicated by
their racial identities and their professional identities as mid-level administrators (Labor, 2017;
13

Mackay & Etienne, 2006; Masse et al., 2007). To further explicate the liminal space in which
Black mid-level professionals exist, I draw on W.E.B. Du Bois’s (1903) concept of “double
consciousness.” In his seminal text, The Souls of Black Folk, Du Bois (1903) argued that Blacks
experience the double consciousness of their African identity and American identity as they
navigate survival between two cultures: a predominantly White society and one’s minoritized
identity.
Du Bois (1903) describes the challenge facing Blacks as they seek to retain their Black
culture and identity while living in a dominant White society that pressures them to assimilate.
He states:
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks
on in amused contempt and pity. One ever feels his twoness, ––an American, a Negro;
two souls, two thoughts, two unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body,
whose dogged strength alone keeps it from being torn asunder. (DuBois, 1903, p. 2)
Double consciousness involves feeling as though one is divided into several parts,
making it difficult or impossible to achieve a unified identity. This idea can help us understand
the experience of Black mid-level student affairs administrators who report feeling conflicted
about their dual roles as professionals and representatives of their race (Belch & Strange, 1995;
Masse et al., 2007). While I present literature on the study of Black-identified individuals and
mid-level professionals, it is my aim to bring attention to the void of literature on those working
and living at the intersection of the conflict of both identities.
This chapter presents a review of the research literature relevant to the current study.
First, I review the literature on racial incidents and campus racial climate. Next I introduce the
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role of the mid-level manager and the complexities facing mid-level managers in higher
education, illuminating the concept of role strain and its utility for the current study. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the literature surrounding race-related stress and coping.
Racism and Racial Incidents
Research has shown that racism is pervasive, systemic, and structural in the U.S.
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Bulhan (1985) defines racism as complex systems of privilege and
power that threaten and/or exclude racial and ethnic minorities from access to societal resources
and other civil liberties. Within these complex systems, cultural differences between persons of
color and White Americans are often attributed to alleged cultural deficiencies among racial and
ethnic minority populations (Essed, 1991). Jones (1997) refers to this form of racism as
“cultural” racism. Jones (1997) further suggests that racism occurs at both the personal (i.e.,
person-to-person) and institutional (i.e., policies and practices embedded within organizations)
levels. Jones (1997) argues that the maintenance and reinforcement of racism at the individual,
cultural, and institutional levels contributes to its pervasiveness in society.
The pervasiveness and impact of racism are illustrated by a 2015 report of the FBI’s
Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program, which identified 5,818 single-bias incidents that
involved 6,837 offenses, 7,121 victims, and 5,475 known offenders. Analysis of these incidents
found that 56.9% (3,310) of the 5,818 incidents were motivated by a race/ethnicity/ancestry bias.
Of the 6,837 offenses, 58.9% (4,026) stemmed from a race/ethnicity/ancestry bias, and among
these, 52.7% were motivated specifically by anti-Black or African American bias.
In the same reporting year, 8.3% of all hate crimes occurred at schools and colleges.
Finally, of the 3,310 reported hate crime incidents motivated by racial bias, 7.9% took place on
the campus of a school or college. Because college campuses are microcosms of the larger
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society, Black administrators are unable to escape the challenges presented by escalated racial
tensions on campus.
Campus Racial Climate
Hurtado, Allen, Milem, and Clayton-Pederson (1998) developed a framework to assess
campus racial climate in response to the increasing racial and ethnic diversification of American
colleges and universities. The framework includes four dimensions:
1. An institution’s historical legacy of inclusion or exclusion of various racial/ethnic
groups.
2. Its structural diversity regarding numerical representation of various racial/ethnic
groups.
3. The psychological climate of perceptions and attitudes between and among groups.
4. The behavioral climate, as characterized by intergroup relations on campus (e.g., racial
conflict).
Milem, Chang, and Antonio (2005) added a fifth dimension of campus racial climate, the
organizational/structural dimension, to describe the specific influence of institutional structures
such as admissions policies, reward structures, budget allocations, and faculty hiring and tenure
practices.
Campus climate data and research seek to understand various aspects of the institutional
environment that impact race relations and how people feel about race relations (Hurtado et al.,
1998, 1999). To this end, campus racial climate is referred to as the “overall racial environment”
of a college or university (Solórzano et al., 2000). In the following sections, I present studies that
have examined campus racial climate among higher education students, faculty, and staff.
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Faculty and administrator stories of isolation, alienation, and stereotyping are consistent
with findings about the experiences of students of color at PWIs (Allen & Smedley, 1988;
Fleming, 1984; Fries et al., 2001; Hurtado et al., 1996; Myers & Harrell, 1993; Nettles et al.,
1986; Swim et. Al , 2003). While campus racial climate is most often investigated in relation to
the student experience, the racial climate can also have a distinct impact on faculty and
administrators’ experiences in and perceptions of the institution, affecting their productivity,
engagement, and satisfaction (Jayakumar et al., 2009; Ponjuan, 2005; Turner & Myers, 2000;
Turner et al., 2008). Thus, in addition to the impact on students, racial tension and conflict on
campus can have implications for administration, faculty, and staff of color at PWIs (Harper &
Hurtado, 2007; Hurtado, 1992).
Based upon an empirical link between various dimensions of campus racial climate and
student outcomes, researchers have expanded the analysis of campus racial climate to consider
faculty and staff experiences. In a study of 437 classified and unclassified staff members
employed at a large, public university, Mayhew et al. (2006) found that female and racial/ethnic
minority staff held more negative views of the campus racial climate than their male and White
staff counterparts. In another study based on qualitative interviews with 33 faculty and
administrators employed at three public flagship universities, participants described an
“uncomfortable” campus racial climate for racial/ethnic minority faculty that was linked to
barriers to minority faculty recruitment and retention (Fries-Britt et al., 2011).
Harper and Hurtado (2007) synthesized 15 years of qualitative research on campus
climates at PWIs, finding that White individuals saw race as less of a problem on campus than
their peers of color. One in four respondents perceived heightened racial problems (Harper &
Hurtado, 2007). Though their study primarily focused on students, staff were included as well.
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The authors found that staff members of color were attuned to the various situations students of
color faced on campus. However, some respondents “indicated a reluctance to publicly call
attention to these trends for fear of losing their jobs or political backlash” (Harper & Hurtado,
2007, p. 19) and suffered in silence. Instead of raising concerns, minority staff and faculty are
more likely to work privately with students, feeling voiceless and powerless to raise issues to
other administrators or White colleagues. Similarly, entry and mid-level administrators reported
feeling silenced and powerless (Harper & Hurtado, 2007).
Sandler and Hall (1982) coined the term “chilly climate” and described how such a
climate affected female faculty. They noted that women faculty encountered subtle
discriminatory attitudes and behaviors that hindered the hiring and advancement of women
professionals in higher education. In a study centering the voices of racial/ethnic minority
faculty, Turner et al. (1999) described a linkage between campus climate and racial/ethnic
minority faculty satisfaction, stating that “a ‘chilly climate’ for faculty of Color contributes to
their dissatisfaction and underrepresentation on campuses” (p. 44).
Similarly, Stanley (2006a) found that racial/ethnic minority faculty working at PWIs
faced challenges with respect to teaching, mentoring, and service, and argued that such
challenges were rooted in campus climates and forms of institutional racism that prevented
racial/ethnic minority faculty from becoming full members of the academic community. Giles
(2014) observed that referring to a climate as “chilly” is a nice way to say, “there is racism and
sexism happening here; however, you can tolerate it” (p. 13). Giles expresses concern that the
term represents racism, sexism, and systemic oppression as manageable and sustainable, if
slightly uncomfortable.
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Referencing racism in terms of the notion of climate suggests that one must simply adapt
to existing conditions by metaphorically putting on a jacket. While seemingly simple, this
comparison to temperature is profound. Despite efforts to adjust the thermostat to regulate the
climate, persons of color are ultimately forced to endure the intolerable environment by putting
on a jacket. The jacket is symbolic of coping, reinforcing the notion that persons of color must
adjust to the existing conditions of these spaces rather than the climate adjusting to provide a
level of comfort or “warmth” for all.
The current study extends the literature by investigating the specific experiences of Black
mid-level student affairs administrators in response to campus racial stressors, whether these are
specific racial incidents or the overall existing chilly climate. The study will further explore
racialized role strain and how it is complicated by an unwelcoming campus racial climate.
“Who’s Responsible for Managing Campus Racial Climate?”
In a 2016 survey of 567 college and university presidents, the American Council on
Education (ACE) Center for Policy Research and Strategy sought to understand the experiences
and perceptions of those at the helm of U.S. postsecondary institutions. The authors of the report
found that racial climate was a top priority for college and university presidents, with 44% of
two-year and 55% of four-year presidents expressing that it was a higher priority than it had been
just three years earlier. Seventy-five percent of four-year presidents and 62% of two-year
presidents reported that they believed high-profile events such as those related to
#BlackLivesMatter, immigration, and Islamophobia increased the campus-wide dialogue or
dialogue within specific groups (Gagliardi er al., 2017)
Because these issues are intricately connected to the social-political climate and affect the
experiences of diverse students on campus, institutional leaders must skillfully address the
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resulting problems in ways that utilize experienced personnel. The ACE presidential survey
found that a majority of college presidents rely on their student affairs professionals to address
racial climate issues. Such roles have often resulted in student affairs professionals serving as
first responders to various incidents on campus.
When the participants were asked who in their cabinet they relied on to address issues of
racial diversity among students, of those who had a full-time person devoted to diversity issues
(i.e., chief diversity officer), 77% of all presidents said their vice president for student affairs
(VPSA) and/or dean of students (DOS). Among presidents who did not have a chief diversity
officer, 84% stated they relied on their VPSA or DOS. Though these individuals are not the
direct focus of this study, they directly supervise persons who may identify as Black, serve in
mid-level roles, and provide the proverbial “boots on the ground” response to such issues.
Middle Management
Middle management is situated within the traditional structural framework of an
organization (Boleman & Deal, 2008). Most organizations function within a vertical chain of
command, whereby information passes up the chain to the top and decisions and approval move
down the chain to the rank and file (Johnson & Frohmen, 1989). Paramount to the experience of
the middle position is the tension created by the differing needs, goals, and priorities of the
people at the top of the hierarchy and those at the bottom (Sales, 2002).
Decision makers and implementers play different roles within an organization. Situated at
the top of an organization, unit, or department, decision makers are responsible for assessing
threats and opportunities in the environment (Schlesinger & Oshry, 1984). As a result of external
influences, decision makers often deal with inputs that are unpredictable and complicated. For
decision makers, who are often occupied with protecting or growing the system, often “there is
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little opportunity or inclination to step back from the system to comprehend its current structure”
(Oshry, 1994, p. 58).
Conversely, the implementers, also known as the front line, are at the bottom of the
system, creating the product or implementing the services of the organization (Oshry, 1994).
Implementers are seen as the most expendable element of the system and are the first to be
terminated during times of economic stress (Oshry, 1994). A unique characteristic of
implementers that often affects the role of the mid-level manager is that when implementers feel
threatened, they tend to unite and face adversity together, reproaching any peers who attempt to
set themselves apart from other workers (Sales, 2002).
Situated between the decision makers and the implementers, middle managers provide
service to the subsections of the system. Those in the middle serve as a conduit for information
or materials between the top and bottom of the system (Schlesinger & Oshry, 1984). The
middle’s role is diffused among the span of the decision makers and implementers, where they
are expected to spend time in other territories and invest in other agendas. By virtue of their
structural positions, middle managers are the carriers of change within an organization, receiving
strategy from their bosses above and implementing those strategies with the people who work
beneath them. As a result, middle managers often find themselves stuck in between various
stakeholder groups, which can produce relentless and conflicting demands.
Challenges
All levels of an organization have unique challenges and characteristics that can both aid
and detract from the success of the system (Schlesinger & Oshry, 1984). The common theme
among the roles and difficulties faced by each level of the system is communication. Oshry’s
(1994) understanding of mid-level management is that system dynamics are based on social
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structures that affect both individuals and groups of employees in an organization and contribute
to the success or failure of the organization. Boleman and Deal (2008) argue that a leader’s
blindness to system dynamics that influence relationships between groups reduces organizational
effectiveness. As a result, middles are responsible for managing the work and more importantly
for the communication of the system, as they serve as a liaison between decision makers and
implementers. In this role they must be able to translate directives from the leaders into clear
tasks that can be executed by the implementers while reporting up to the leaders any difficulties
or unrealistic tasks or demands.
Mid-level Managers in Higher Education
Young (2007) and Donaldon & Rosser (2007) depicted the mid-level student affairs
administrator as a leader who is expected to demonstrate fluency in the languages of each
constituent base, exercise the ability to communicate and address institutional challenges and
opportunities, and demonstrate the breadth of student growth outcomes related to the institutional
mission, vision, and values. Further, mid-level professionals must take into account that
institutions of higher education are multi-layered, bureaucratic organizations (Cooper & BoicePardee, 2011; Mather et al., 2009; Mills, 2009). Scott (1978) and Ellis and Moon (1991)
illuminated the challenges inherent in bridging the gap between institutional leaders and frontline
staff. Middle managers are often responsible for taking values and expectations from above and
translating them into realities for those below them in the organizational hierarchy.
For example, middle managers in student affairs are looked to by frontline or entry-level
professionals for guidance on translating and implementing the lofty goals or ideals of the
university’s mission (e.g., global citizenship), often without a specific directive on execution or
implementation. In addition to responsibilities for programming, budgeting, and developing
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collaborations, mid-level managers provide an essential element of human resource management
in student affairs. Young (1990) stated that “the supervision of professional staff seems to be a
crucial distinction between entry-level administrators and mid-managers” (p. 6).
Winston and Creamer’s (1997) model of effective staffing practices demonstrates the
importance of recruitment, selection, orientation, supervision, and evaluation. Mid-level
managers implement programs; hire, train, and supervise staff; and coordinate a functional area
or unit (Mills, 2009; Penn, 1990). Moreover, according to Keehner (2007), mid-level managers
are responsible for maximizing employee performance, improving organizational effectiveness,
and making program-related decisions when precedent does not exist.
Mills (2009) and Roper (2011) acknowledged the important role of mid-level managers
in hiring and cultivating the careers of new hires, all while navigating the complexities of
multiple layers of hierarchy and fostering their own professional identity. Renn and Hodges
(2007) highlighted the important but unwritten expectation that mid-level administrators will
orient, socialize, and support entry-level professionals, and help them read the organizational
context as it pertains to supervision, relationships with colleagues, and personal responsibility for
professional development. In this context, mid-level administrators often devote more time to
training and supervising staff to execute the functions of the unit and to work with students and
various stakeholders.
Michael Porter, an American academic and professor at Harvard Business School known
for his theories on economics, business strategy, and social causes, coined the business concept,
“not being all things to all people” (1980). Though rooted in a business context, this phrase is
often used in higher education. Given the literature discussed above, however, I argue that midlevel staff are, in fact, expected to be all things for all people.
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Mid-level administrators in student affairs occupy a unique and sometimes challenging
role within their organizations, serving as liaisons between entry-level professionals and senior
student affairs officers (Mills, 2009; Roper, 2007; Rosser, 2004; Young, 2007). Young (2007)
perfectly illustrates the strain on the mid-level role:
Student affairs mid-level managers balance on the seesaw between the transformative
goals and transactional realities of their work. They have to be experts at both, and they
do not need to apologize for doing their transactional work well. Their talent and
concentration should not be diminished by criticism, especially from within. (p. 15)
I contend that mid-level student affairs administrators serve as the glue or “catch-all”
staff who are often behind the scenes within an organization. Rosser (2000) would support this
assertion, stating that mid-level administrators are “vital to the efficient and effective operation”
(p. 7) of the institution, and are thus too important to be ignored (Young, 2007a). Such a view
elucidates the need for further inquiry into the essential and often overburdened mid-level role.
Role Theory
Role theory considers relationships at the individual and collective levels of groups,
organizations, and societies (Biddle, 1986; Turner, 2002). Traces of role theory have existed
since before the 1900s; however, Biddle and Thomas (1966) are credited with theorizing that
individuals have various roles in life and each role contains a prescription about how individuals
should behave. Biddle and Thomas’s (1966) seminal work sought to shape the thinking around
role theory, providing language, definitions, and research perspectives.
Role theory as a perspective in sociology and social psychology views daily activity as
the acting out of socially defined categories or roles. Biddle and Thomas (1966) identified role
theory as an outgrowth of theater and drama studies that later became a metaphor for and an
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approach to the study of human behavior. From this perspective, each role has a set of rights,
duties, expectations, norms, and behaviors that a person acting in the category fulfills. Biddle and
Thomas (1966) argued that a single individual can assume many roles at once and posited that
roles, like identities, are vast, diverse, and multidimensional, and may vary depending on one’s
circumstances, position, social status, and knowledge or skill level.
Role theory examines the behavior of an individual with a particular social identity in
various settings and situations (Biddle, 1986). Roles help to shape who we are and strive to be.
Individuals take cues from their social interactions with the collective and judge the messages
they receive, evaluate the consequences of those interactions, interpret the interactions to make
meaning of them, and assign value to the interactions, thus arranging them in a place of salience.
An individual will have a collection of statuses linked via interpersonal relationships.
Each status or position has a role that is defined by a set, cluster, or pattern of expectations and
behaviors (Ballantine & Roberts, 2016; Colbeck, 1998; Henning & Weidner, 2008; Hilbert,
1981; Merton, 1957; Turner, 2002; Van Sell et al., 1981). Each status and role has a set of
socially and culturally defined guidelines for acceptable behavior (Colbeck, 1998; Merton,
1957). As a result, “Persons acting in the context of social structure name one another and
themselves in the sense of recognizing one another as occupants of positions (roles)” (Stets &
Burke, 2000, p. 225).
Through narrative inquiry, Pepper and Giles (2015) explored the experiences of
Australian academics in mid-level leadership. One participant in their study recalled,
During the first days settling into my new office, I was inundated with visits from
academic staff wanting to put their case for lighter workloads, more support for research,
and people expecting my advocacy. In these first few days, there were also meetings with
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my immediate superior (the dean) and the faculty management, as well as with the
university hierarchy. At these meetings, it was made perfectly clear to me that my role
was to keep the staffing budget within prescribed limits, and to demand better
performance in teaching and research output from the academic staff. I was also charged
with developing strategies to increase our enrollments. (Pepper & Giles, 2015, p. 47)
Through collecting narrative accounts, Pepper and Giles found that middle managers perceived
their roles to be as overwhelming as a juggling act and reported that these roles were defined
based on the conflicting needs of those in roles above and below.
Role Strain
The literature on role strain and its associated concepts is extensive. Goode (1960)
defines role strain as the “felt difficulty in fulfilling role obligations” (p. 483). Role strain occurs
in the presence of contradictory demands, where an individual cannot meet the competing
requirements of a particular role or lacks the resources to meet these demands (Howson, 2015).
Role strain can result from one or a combination of the following: role conflict (the expectations
of one role are incompatible with the expectations of another); role overload (lack of time to
fulfill role obligations); and role ambiguity (lack of information or clarity about expectations to
meet role obligations) (Boardman & Bozeman, 2007; Goode, 1960; Kahn, 1964; Stevenson,
2012).
According to Boardman and Bozeman (2007), the phrase “role strain” can be used
interchangeably with “role stress” and “role conflict,” as these concepts reference similar
theoretical and practical models. They distinguish role strain from associated derivatives of role
theory (e.g., role conflict) due to role strain’s orientation to individual perception. Overall, the
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majority of role concept studies share mutual theoretical origins in role theory (Boardman &
Bozeman, 2007).
Role conflict refers to the tension created by the expectations of two or more competing
roles, whereas role strain is the tension felt when the expectations associated with a single role
compete for an individual’s time and attention. A participant in Pepper and Giles’ (2015) study
reflected:
The job has proven to be one of juggling competing priorities: reacting instantly to staff
and student issues (such as misconduct, appeals, bereavements) which need a quick
response; completing endless paperwork and signing forms; performance management of
staff; and implementing university policies which are decided upon with little or no input
from those who have to put them into practice . . . I feel a great sense of responsibility
and accountability resting on my shoulders but with little or no power attached to the
position . . . Although I have little influence on policy-making at the highest level, I am
almost always the person who conveys the message to the staff of what has to be done. I
am then the one that bears the brunt of the complaints and negative feedback when the
requests appear to be (or are) unreasonable, unworkable or repetitive. (p. 47)
This quote expresses the strain mid-level managers experience not only because the needs
and demands of those above and below are contradictory, but also because the managers
themselves have no ability to impact policy decisions. This lack of positional power combined
with the responsibility of relaying unfavorable news to others throughout the organization further
contextualizes the strain of their role.
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Mid-level Managers of Color
Mid-level managers of color in student affairs occupy numerous intersecting positions
and identities simultaneously. Researchers have shown that experiences of racism and
discrimination impact the quality of work and work-life experience for mid-level managers in
student affairs (Masse et al., 2007; Rosser, 2004). In a study of 4,000 mid-level leaders in higher
education, Rosser (2004) found that experiences of discrimination directly impact job
satisfaction and retention and influence whether employees remain in the field of student affairs.
Rosser (2004) stated, “The results clearly indicate that the more likely mid-level leaders
experienced discrimination, the more likely they were to leave” (p. 332).
Racial discrimination, stereotyping, and bias can lead to other types of racial assaults,
insults, and invalidations on both the macro and micro levels (Sue, 2006). This study is
particularly important for the current study as it highlights the need to explore the experiences of
Black mid-level student affairs administrators in order to develop strategies to mitigate
departure. Davis and Cooper (2017) highlight that high attrition rates not only increase the costs
of recruiting, hiring, and training personnel, but also reduce institutional productivity and
effectiveness, suggesting that hostile work environments for staff of color have a significant
financial effect on the organization.
A recent study sought to fill the void of literature on LGBTQ student affairs mid-level
administrators of color and how they demonstrate resilience in their roles (Labor, 2017).
Through a life story interview approach, Labor (2017) sought to illuminate the lived experiences
of LGBTQ student affairs mid-level administrators of color from a strengths-based perspective,
using a theoretical framework comprised of the ecological systems approach, queer theory, and
intersectionality. The study’s findings include implications for practice in the areas of hiring,
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advancement, and promotion; creating opportunities for this group to share their stories; the role
of professional associations; and most interestingly, examining institutional culture as a source of
violence or support (Labor, 2017).
The notion of culture as a source of support or violence highlighted the institutional
ideologies received by senior-level administrators, peers, and other people of Color within
institutional environments. Labor (2017) revealed institutional dynamics were portrayed as
something participants needed to survive, as daily backstabbing and violence. As a result,
participants experienced decreased levels of respect, authority, and legitimacy. These findings
emphasize the impact individuals and institutional systems factor into how mid-level
administrators experience and negotiate the racialized role of their racial and professional
identities and support the methodological approach of the study.
Representation Matters
Jackson and Daniels (2007) observed that historically White men primarily populated the
higher education administrative workforce, leaving African Americans and other diverse
populations to fight for inclusion on college and university administrative staffs. In fall 2015, of
all full-time faculty at degree-granting postsecondary institutions, 42% were White males, 35%
were White females, 6% were Asian/Pacific Islander males, 4% were Asian/Pacific Islander
females, 3% each were Black females and Black males, and 2% each were Hispanic males and
Hispanic females. Making up 1% or less each were full-time faculty of two or more races and
those who were American Indian/Alaska Native (U.S. Department of Education, 2017).
Data on higher education administrators other than faculty are harder to obtain. Since the
early 2000s, research on mid-level administrators, in particular those of color, has been
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inconsistent. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (2015), 13% of education
administrators are Black or African American.
In fiscal year 2015, 177,699 individuals were employed in student and academic affairs
and other education services in post-secondary education (Ginder et al., 2017). In a 2016 survey,
the College and University Professional Association for Human Resources (CUPA-HR)
performed a pay and representation survey of racial and ethnic minorities in higher education
administrative positions. As of 2016, Whites made up 86%, of the profession, followed by Black
and African Americans (7%), Hispanics/ Latinos (3%), Asians (2%), and Other (1%). In the last
national survey on mid-level leaders in higher education, Rosser (2004) reported that 8.6% of
individuals surveyed were ethnic minorities, while 91.4% identified as White. While these
figures span a decade and come from multiple sources, they collectively suggest the relatively
small number of Black administrators, and more specifically Black mid-level administrators, in
postsecondary education.
The Need for Growth
The scarcity of African American administrators in post-secondary education poses a
serious challenge to diversity and inclusion in colleges and universities. Research has shown that
increasing the diversity of university faculty and staff improves the learning outcomes of
students (Milem, 1999, 2003). According to data from the Western Interstate Commission on
Higher Education (WICHE), by the year 2020, 45% of the country’s public high school
graduates will be non-White (Bransberger & Michelau, 2016; Demarée, 2016). As the U.S. high
school population grows increasingly diverse, so too should those professionals who work on
college campuses. In an interview with Inside Higher Education, Kevin Kruger, the president of
NASPA, expressed the importance of colleges and universities employing staff members who
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represent the demographics of their students. Kruger stated, “Students of Color should see
themselves represented in the leadership and administrative structures of the institution . . . this
should be a goal and a core value for every college” (New, 2016).
Pigeonholed in the Workplace
The term “pigeonhole” refers to the small opening through which birds such as pigeons
enter a birdhouse. Metaphorically, a pigeonhole signifies not a small physical space but a
circumscribed, restricted category. The pigeonholing of Black middle managers into a narrow
range of administrative roles is problematic as it limits their career trajectories to the confines of
diversity, equity, and inclusion work.
African Americans have garnered success in securing more administrative roles related to
diversity and multiculturalism in higher education. However, they remain underrepresented in
positions central to the operation of the university related to budget, finance, and research
(Jackson & Daniels, 2007). Prior to the civil rights movement, African Americans had limited
opportunities to serve in administrative positions at PWIs (Jackson & Daniels, 2007), as
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) provided the only opportunities for
African Americans to become administrators (Wilson, 1989). However, due to African American
student demands, civil rights legislation, and increased social consciousness, PWIs gradually
increased representation, hiring administrators of Color to develop special recruitment programs,
administer Black Studies programs, and serve as special consultants for minority relations
(Cunningham, 1992; Jones, 1997).
In response to the presence of this new cohort of administrators, an issue began to arise
that continues to plague African American administrators to this day. Cunningham (1992)
observed that the dilemma of African American administrators in White academia is that too
31

many people expect too many things. Cunningham (1992) further suggested that the major
function of early African American administrators was primarily to troubleshoot. Likewise,
Smith (1982) noted that while African American administrators were given responsibility, they
were not given the power and authority in formal administrative structures commensurate with
that responsibility. Smith (1980) argued that PWIs hired African American administrators to
pacify the African American community by demonstrating that they were equal opportunity
employers. Similarly, Lindsey (1994) indicated that African Americans who obtained
administrative positions were seen only as tokens, and were hired to check a box.
Cultural Taxation
Administrators play a critical role in how matters concerning race are handled on college
campuses (Darden, 2009). However, delegating only race issues to Black administrators has
implications for how they experience their role (Jay, 2009). As a result, White administrators
may feel as though they can sidestep matters of race, while Black administrators may feel the
added pressure of being solely responsible for addressing race issues (Moore, 2013).
Cultural taxation, a phrase coined by Amando Padilla (1994), describes the unique
burden placed on faculty of Color to address diversity-related departmental and institutional
affairs (Joseph & Hirshfield, 2011). Cultural taxation results from the assumption that
professionals of Color are better suited to handle specific tasks because of their race/ethnicity or
presumed knowledge of cultural differences. More specifically, Padilla (1994) defines cultural
taxation as:
the obligation to show good citizenship toward the institution by serving its needs for
ethnic representation on committees, or to demonstrate knowledge and commitment to a

32

cultural group, which may even bring accolades to the institution, but which is not
usually rewarded by the institution on whose behalf the service was performed. (p. 26)
Such expectations often lead faculty of Color to become overburdened and overcommitted,
which can lead to disparities in their occupational stress in comparison to that of their White
counterparts (Ruffins, 1997; Segura, 2003; Smith & Witt, 1993).
Joseph and Hirshfield (2011) explored how cultural taxation, including issues of
legitimacy, affected non-White faculty at research institutions. Their participants’ experiences
revealed the presence of racial inequality and institutionalized racism in departments and
universities that were entirely unrecognized by their White colleagues. Data from this research
exposed numerous examples of the cultural taxation of faculty of Color in the form of unequal
expectations, overcommitment, and coping with colleagues’ problematic behaviors. These
problematic behaviors are the most troublesome finding, as their White colleagues’ insensitivity
to race issues perpetuates the cycle of cultural taxation for faculty of Color. Specifically, the
inability of some White faculty to understand the experiences of their non-White colleagues
correlates with an inability to empathize with and support students of Color and to effectively
recognize and address racially problematic behavior in the classroom (Joseph & Hirshfield,
2011).
Coupled with cultural taxation, administrators of Color often do not believe their White
counterparts will adequately address diversity-related issues. Therefore, they must assume these
extra responsibilities, creating another systemic inequity that is particularly burdensome given
the small number of faculty and staff of Color among whom to distribute the work. Although
their numbers have increased in recent decades, people of Color remain highly underrepresented
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in higher education. With larger numbers of faculty and administrators of Color, fulfilling these
various responsibilities would not consistently fall to the same few individuals.
Black student affairs administrators continue to confront barriers to their full access and
engagement within the American higher education workforce. Research suggests that, reflecting
the broader history of racism in the U.S., higher education has actively worked to limit Black
administrators to the margins. This reproduction of racism within the postsecondary sector
prompts concern for the mental and physical health of Black administrators, who are expected to
be the experts on all things diversity-related. If an inclusive higher education environment is to
become a reality, postsecondary leaders must understand the experiences of Black administrators
to begin supporting them and, in turn, students of Color.
Racism and Related Stress
The phenomenon of stress is ubiquitous, and no one is immune from its influence. Stress
is the result of a cognitive and physiological process individuals experience on a daily basis
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; McEwen & Stellar, 1993; Selye, 1982). Ward, Jones, and Phillips
(2003) suggested that given the various models and definitions of stress, it is “a concept without
a clear boundary” (p. 463).
A plethora of literature has delineated psychological models of stress generally and
minority stress specifically, outlining the unique forms of stress experienced by African
Americans; Latinos; and lesbian, gay, and bisexual populations (Cervantes & Castro, 1985;
Clark et al., 1999; Meyer, 2003; Myers, 1982; Outlaw, 1993; Slavin et al., 1991). These models
share an underlying assumption that minority stress is unique to the oppressed group and stems
from societal structures and institutions. Within models of African American stress, the role of
racism and discrimination constitutes major theme.
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Racial Trauma
According to Whitley and Kite (2006), exposure to racism involves being subject to
negative race-based prejudice; race-based beliefs; and opinions, stereotypes, and unfair treatment
based on race (i.e., discrimination). Race-related events have been found to produce
psychological consequences for African Americans, and the frequency of their occurrence
impacts the degree of these consequences (Landrine & Klonoff, 1996). In an empirical
examination of the psychological effects of generic stressors and racial discrimination, Klonoff
et al. (1999) reported that frequent exposure to racism was a significant predictor of
psychological symptoms for African Americans. Greer (2011) noted that while African
Americans experience similar and frequent race-related events, individual subjective appraisal of
those events likely differs. Therefore, both the occurrence of race-related events and individuals’
perceptions of their stressfulness are key factors that contribute to the psychological effects of
racism.
Another form of racialized stress is the stress due to microaggressions. Sue (2010)
defines microaggressive stress as the cognitive, emotional, behavioral, and physiological
reactions triggered by race-, gender-, or sexual identity-related events. Thus, a microaggressive
stressor or event is based in racism, sexism, heterosexism, or any other ism. Bush (1977), in an
early study, reported that African American administrators perceived themselves as equals in
their relationships with White peers; however, they did not believe their White counterparts
reciprocated that view. Three decades later, African Americans still reported this same stressor
and believed that their White counterparts assumed African Americans were intellectually
inferior, and that their own professional or academic success was an anomaly (Sue, Capodilupo,
& Holder, 2008; Sue, Nadal et al., 2008).
35

From the time they enter PWI administrative positions, African American administrators
are often perceived as representatives, symbols, or even pawns rather than individuals (Harris,
2007). In the early 1990s, the literature revealed that African Americans in all areas of higher
education were exiting the academy as fast as they entered (Holmes, 2004; Holmes et al., 2000;
Phelps, 1995). Two decades ago, researchers found that African Americans were leaving due to
feelings of powerlessness, tokenism, limited advancement opportunities, isolation,
marginalization, alienation, unrealistic role expectations, and unwelcoming campus climates
(Burgess, 1997; Gregory, 1995; Holmes, 1999; Moses, 1997; Phelps, 1995; Watson, 2001). More
recently, Harper and Hurtado (2007) found that among other issues, tension and conflict caused
by minority students’ negative experiences had an immense impact on the often-small number of
minority administrators at PWIs. They further found that out of fear of political backlash or job
loss, despite their awareness and concern many administrators of Color are reluctant to bring
attention to marginalizing campus issues, instead working privately with students and other
administrators of Color to address these concerns.
African Americans have been reared with the aphorism from older generations that “As a
Black person in White America, you have got to work twice as hard to get half as far” (DeSante,
2013). This message spans academia, the workforce sectors, and athletics, often shared as
motivation and encouragement to combat oppressive systems. Though touted as a reminder of
African Americans’ grit and resilience, it also serves as a motto for survival. The sad reality is
that this racially charged motto is a reminder that Blacks in America must find ways to navigate
spaces that were historically created, occupied, and maintained by White people (Anderson,
2015; Du Bois, 1904).
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Navigating these spaces takes a degree of time, patience, and effort that requires
organizational, political, and strategic finesse. As Audre Lorde (1983) observed:
Those of us who stand outside the circle of this society’s definition of acceptable women;
those of us who have been forged in the crucibles of difference -- those of us who are
poor, who are lesbians, who are Black, who are older -- know that survival is not an
academic skill. It is learning how to take our differences and make them strengths. For
the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house. They may allow us
temporarily to beat him at his own game, but they will never enable us to bring about
genuine change. And this fact is only threatening to those women who still define the
master’s house as their only source of support. (p. 130)
Lorde’s call is clear: The oppressive systems that have bound minoritized population for
centuries remain pervasive and are unlikely to go away. Racism is deeply embedded in American
society and consequently is institutionalized in the practices and operations of higher education
(Chang et al., 2003; Chesler et al., 2005; Smith et al., 2007; Thompson & Louque, 2005). The
racism and strain experienced by administrators of Color is nothing new. However, the appraisal
of coping strategies and definitions of personal well-being open the door for administrators of
Color to identify healthier and more positive methods of coping with college and university
campuses that mirror the racial antipathy of the larger society (Bennett, 2004).
Coping
Coping refers to adaptively changing cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage
psychological stress (DeLongis & Holtzman, 2005). Stressors can have adverse effects on an
individual’s daily functioning in the workplace, school, community, and interpersonal
relationships. Stress also provokes a physiological response in the body’s organ systems, which
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may result in dilated pupils, breathing that is deeper than normal, increased muscle tension,
elevated heart rate and blood circulation, and increased blood sugar levels (Matheny &
McCarthy, 2000).
Countless studies in psychology and physiology have examined physiological reactivity
to stressful situations and their long-term impact on health (Clark et al., 1999; Kelsey, 1993;
Matheny & McCarthy, 2000; Mendelson et al., 2008; Smith et al., 2009; Stewart et al., 2006).
These studies have found adverse effects of stress on cognitive abilities (i.e., memory, attention
and concentration); emotional stability (e.g., anger, fear, anxiety, depression); and behavioral
reactions (e.g., sleep deprivation). Consequently, it is imperative to understand which coping
strategies can alleviate the stress provoked by race-related events.
Lazarus and Folkman (1984) identified two styles of coping: problem-focused and
emotion-focused. Problem-focused coping consists of efforts undertaken to manage or alter
conditions that are the source of stress. In contrast, emotion-focused coping consists of efforts
undertaken to regulate stressful emotions using mechanisms that avoid confrontation with the
source of stress.
Emotion-focused coping strategies are comprised of two distinct types: problem
reappraisal, which includes efforts to manage the appraisal of the stressfulness of an event, and
avoidance, which involves efforts to reduce tension by avoiding dealing with the problem
(Gellis, 2002; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Problem-reappraisal has been associated with lower
levels of burnout symptoms, whereas avoidance has been related to poor psychological outcomes
(Gellis, 2002). Numerous studies have found problem-focused coping to be useful for reducing
stress in the work setting (Havlovic & Keenan, 1995; Latack, 1986; Latack et al. 1995;
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Parasuraman & Cleek, 1984). However, it is less clear whether emotion-focused coping is
helpful in reducing occupational stress (Long, 1990; Zevon et al., 1990).
Uncertainty about the effectiveness of emotion-focused strategies may be due in part to
the difficulty of measuring the concept of coping, since there is no one standard instrument to
assess coping (Danoff-Burg et al., 2000; Latack, 1992). However, based on Lazarus’s (2000)
theory, there appears to be consensus in the literature conceptualizing coping as a personenvironment transaction, meaning it is a result of the interaction between the individual and their
environment (Gottlieb, 1997; Lazarus, 2000). Lazarus (1993, 2000) and Lazarus and Folkman
(1984) suggest that coping patterns are defined by the functions they serve: to avoid, confront, or
analyze. This approach enables us to examine the problem-solving aspect of coping as well as its
emotion-regulating function.
Jenaro et al. (2007) found that coping strategies are key elements in the amelioration or
prevention of burnout. Lazarus and Folkman (2000) suggest a process of identifying coping
patterns by observing multiple coping incidents across a variety of coping situations.
Understanding coping strategies is critical to the success of Black mid-level student affairs
administrators as they educate themselves on the strain they experience in balancing their
professional and racial identities.
Culturally-specific Coping
Scholarship on coping has examined the influence of culture on stress and the coping
response. Hobfoll’s (2001) conservation of resources theory offers a relevant theoretical
framework from which to begin the discussion of culturally-specific coping among African
Americans. The basic tenet of conservation of resources (COR) theory is that individuals strive
to obtain, retain, protect, and foster the things they value. This perspective is loosely derived
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from studies of Holocaust survivors in Israel as they faced subsequent events that threatened or
undermined their resource capacity. Persons within a culture do so in a world that they see as
inherently threatening and requiring an assemblage of their personal strengths, social
attachments, and cultural belonging to survive (Greenberg et al., 1986).
For African Americans, this need to cope has come from centuries of negotiating racism
and oppression. Culture-specific coping strategies employed by Black individuals are rooted in
the Afrocentric concept of interconnectivity (Grills, 2002; Mattis, 2004; Neville & Pieterse,
2009). Empirical evidence suggests that Black individuals prefer group-centered and spiritual
coping strategies.
Daly et al. (1995) found that African Americans preferred coping strategies that were
group centered (i.e., family, community, kinship networks) and/or relied on religious or spiritual
(e.g., prayer, meditation, etc.) approaches to dealing with adversity. They conceptualized family
as extending beyond the nuclear family to encompass “distant relatives and “fictive kin,” or
members who are not blood relatives (p. 245). Indicating that African Americans value a strong
sense of responsibility for each other, other scholars have noted that African Americans favor
coping strategies related to guidance from elders, engagement in rituals, and affiliation with one
another (Mattis et al., 2003; Jackson & Sears, 1992; Utsey et al., 2000).
Religious-based Coping
Spirituality and religion have played important roles in the individual and collective lives
of African Americans throughout U.S. history (Billingsley 1999; Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990;
Taylor et al., 2004). The Black church has been central to the African American experience
because it is one of few institutions that has been omnipresent and organized solely by and for
African Americans (Lincoln & Mamiya, 1990). Numerous studies have examined the ways in
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which various aspects of religion, including both organized participation and a more
individualized sense of spirituality, may facilitate coping with stressful life events (Ellison &
Henderson, 2011; Krause, 2011; Pargament et al., 1998). In addition, a limited body of empirical
research suggests that religion may play a role in shielding African Americans from the harmful
psychological consequences of discrimination and other stressful circumstances (Bierman, 2006;
Ellison, 1993; Ellison et al., 2008; Ellison, DeAngelis, & Guven, 2017; Henderson, 2016).
In a recent study exploring whether religious involvement mitigated the effects of major
discrimination on African Americans’ mental health, researchers found that religious social
support buffered the adverse effects of major discrimination (Ellison et al., 2017). The
researchers also found that most participants attended racially segregated congregations. Ellison,
DeAngelis, and Guven (2017) suggested that church-based support networks may allow
individual victims of racism to disclose their feelings freely and to exchange ideas and
experiences about how to respond to episodes of discrimination. Such interaction may facilitate
bonding and solidarity with others who have undergone similar experiences and affirm that
negative treatment stems from the ignorance of perpetrators rather than reflecting on the
character or worth of the victims.
This finding is supported by Krause’s (2002) construct of “spiritual support,” in which
church members help fellow parishioners apply religious ideals and scriptural insights to daily
life. Harris-Lacewell (2004) contended that everyday speech within spaces like Black churches,
barbershops, and salons is used to generate critical racial political discourses beyond the gaze of
the White mainstream. These considerations hint at another potential explanation of how some
might buffer the psychosocial effects of discrimination, with the mantra of “What would Jesus
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do (WWJD)?” encouraging forgiveness and forbearance, which may allow victims to release
negative emotions such as anger and grief.
John Henryism
Social epidemiologist Sherman James coined the term “John Henryism” in the 1970s
while conducting quantitative research on the social determinants of U.S. racial and ethnic health
disparities. Described as a “high-effort” strategy to cope with external stressors (James et al.,
1983), the construct of John Henryism is based on the American folklore of an African American
steel-driver named John Henry, who raced a steam-powered machine during the construction of a
railroad (Bronder et al., 2014; James et al., 1983). According to the legend, John Henry won the
race against the machine, but soon after dropped dead with a hammer in his hand as a result of
his effort.
John Henryism is defined as a strong behavioral predisposition to cope actively with
psychosocial and environmental stressors (Angner et al., 2011; Bennett et al., 2004; James, 1994;
James et al., 1983). James (2002) further describes John Henryism as:
a cultural adaptation on the part of newly freed people faced with the daunting task of
creating for themselves, an American identity. To be authentic, that identity had to make
possible a coherent expression of core American values such as hard work, self-reliance,
and freedom. (p. 178)
Researchers maintained that in the face of psychosocial stressors, African Americans can
exercise high-effort coping due to their increased exposure to psychosocial stressors, particularly
in response to race-related obstacles such as racial discrimination (Hudson et al., 2016; James,
1994, 2002; James et al., 1983). According to James (2002), high-effort coping strategies are
characterized by persistent, sustained efforts to cope with racial barriers. James (2002) argues
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that high-effort coping may be harmful to health because considerable energy is expended to
cope with psychosocial stressors and individuals have greater perceived control over the outcome
of a stressful situation.
Social Support
Numerous studies have investigated how persons of Color cope with stress caused by
their racial group membership. A preferred coping strategy employed by African Americans is
drawing on their social support network. Harrell (2000) defines social support as the network of
family, friends, and other confidantes of varying degrees who provide a sense of comfort,
security, belonging, self-worth, and validation for an individual. Utsey, Lanier, Williams,
Bolden, and Lee (2006) found that social support moderates the relationship between racerelated stress and quality of life. African Americans demonstrating high cognitive ability tend to
report a better quality of life when faced with cultural and individual race-related stress if they
perceive their social support to be high. Additionally Utsey, Ponterotto, Reynolds, and Cancelli
(2000) found a significant difference between African American men and women, with women
tending to seek social support more than men.
Plummer and Slane (1996) found that African Americans are inclined to utilize more
emotion-focused than problem-focused coping strategies when they encounter race-related stress.
African Americans using problem-focused coping strategies appear to endorse more strategic
problem solving (e.g., making conscious efforts to change the situation and actively cope) and
confronting coping methods. Emotion-focused strategies are viewed as a more passive means of
coping with racially stressful situations, as they involve cognitive distancing from the situation,
emotional and behavioral escape-avoidance, positive reappraisal of the situation (i.e., focus on
personal or religious meaning), and controlling one’s feelings or actions (i.e., self-controlling).
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Griffin, Pifer, Humphrey, and Hazelwood (2011) interviewed 28 Black faculty members
to examine how they responded to racism within their work environments. Previous literature
pointed to Black faculty members responding to negative campus experiences by leaving the
institution. However, the research team found that Black faculty members employed additional
strategies to counteract negative experiences, such as forming networks, pursuing service work,
and confronting stereotypes. The findings of this study illustrate the need for institutions not to
assume Black faculty members are happy simply because they remain at an institution.
Hernández, Carranza, and Almeida (2010) explored how mental health professionals of
African, Asian, and Latin American descent in the U.S. and Canada adaptively respond to racial
microaggressions while carrying out their professional obligations. Specifically, participants
were asked how mental health professionals of Color (psychologists, social workers, counselors,
and family therapists) engaged in teaching and/or clinical practice adaptively respond to racial
microaggressions while performing their professional duties. The coping responses that emerged
in this study included identifying key issues, such as their personal reactions and a consideration
of the involved parties (e.g., responsibilities as a professor or clinician), when deciding how to
respond to racial microaggressions; confronting the aggressor; implementing self-care; seeking
support from White allies; drawing on spirituality; documenting the incidents; mentoring others;
and organizing public responses to the racial microaggressions. Participants in the study
discussed how their adaptive responses evolved over time and were informed by “experiencing a
lifetime of racism” (Hernández et al., 2010, p. 207). This study offers an insightful contribution
to the growing literature that seeks to understand the phenomenon of racial microaggressions and
how professionals of Color cope with the stress caused by these racial incidents in the workplace.
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These findings may have significant implications for the current study as it seeks to
identify the consequences for Black mid-level student affairs professionals of encountering racial
microaggressions in their daily lived experience. Over time such race-based traumatic incidents
produce detrimental health consequences for those subjected to these stressors. Analyzing both
the positive and deleterious strategies enacted by Black mid-level administrators will help
illuminate insights for future practice.
Summary
Dungy and Gordon (2011) reminded us that the Council for the Advancement of
Standards in Higher Education (CAS) was established to provide student affairs educators with
standards and ethical guidelines that inform their work. The CAS guiding principles encompass
students and their institutions, organizational leadership and human resources, healthengendering environments, diversity and multiculturalism, and ethical considerations (Dungy,
2003; Dungy & Gordon, 2011). Chang, Milem, and Antonio (2011) emphasized that creating
diverse learning environments requires student affairs administrators to consider the campus
racial climate in every aspect of their work, because campus climates capture the norms that
regulate social interactions among students, faculty, and staff. Consequently, the role of the
student affairs administrator is essential in creating opportunities for cross-racial engagement and
interracial interactions that expose students to new perspectives and improve their college
experience (Dey, 1997). For student affairs educators to achieve these standards, we must be
cognizant of how our staff, not just our students, are treated.
Black mid-level administrators too often experience role strain at the intersection of their
racial and professional identities as a result of racism in society and academia, a “chilly” or
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racially hostile campus climate, and role expectations that go beyond their traditional
administrative tasks and responsibilities. Although substantial research exists on African
Americans and their journey toward access to and retention in higher education, few studies have
explored the role strain caused by the negotiations administrators must make while navigating
the higher education workforce.
This chapter detailed the available literature related to the challenges confronting African
Americans working in postsecondary environments. There is inadequate scholarly inquiry into
the experiences of student affairs administrators who occupy mid-level administration positions
and Black racial identities simultaneously. More specifically, little is known about the
experiences of Black mid-level administrators in student affairs, how they negotiate the
intersection of their identities and roles, the unique stressors between the two, and the strategies
they enact to cope with the consequent strain. This study aims to bring visibility to the challenges
facing African Americans positioned in the middle of student affairs organizational structures in
higher education.
Chapter Three will highlight the research design, data collection, and data analysis
strategies employed in this study. Research design includes the role of the researcher, reliability
and validity, sample, and measures taken to protect the participants. Data collection methods
include the source of the data collected and details of the data analysis.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY

Qualitative research is a process of inquiry that strives to explore the meaning of
individual experiences or events while recognizing that every human experience is unique.
Denzin and Lincoln (1998) characterize qualitative research as “rich description” concerned with
capturing the individual’s point of view to obtain in-depth and detailed data. This chapter
describes the methods used to collect data for this study. Elements of critical race theory (CRT)
are incorporated through a critical racial analysis to obtain better insight into and a more in-depth
understanding of this underrepresented group within higher education.
This study sought to understand how Black mid-level student affairs administrators
experience and negotiate the racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities. The
following research questions guide this study:
1. How do Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience and negotiate the
racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities?
2. What are the unique stressors that Black mid-level student affairs administrators
experience in their role?
3. What coping strategies do Black mid-level student affairs administrators enact when
dealing with the racialized role strain?
4. What are the perceived consequences of racialized role strain for Black mid-level
administrators?
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Research Paradigm: Critical Theory
Critical theory serves as the basis for the study’s design. Critical theory is grounded in the
work of the three leading critical theorists of the original Frankfurt School: Max Horkheimer,
Theodor Adorno, and Herbert Marcuse (Asghar, 2013). Horkheimer (1982) asserted that critical
theory seeks to liberate human beings from the circumstances that enslave them (244). Whereas
traditional theory seeks to explore and confirm the status quo, critical theory challenges the
status quo with regard to existing power relations within society related to race, class, gender,
education, economics, religion, and other social institutions that contribute to a social system
(Asghar, 2013).
Offering an organizational management lens, Alvesson and Willmott (1992) suggested
that critical theory draws from the enlightenment tradition that considers social science to be
tasked with emancipation from “unnecessarily restrictive traditions, ideologies, assumptions,
power relations, identity formations, and so forth, that inhibit or distort opportunities for
autonomy, clarification of genuine needs and wants, and thus greater and lasting satisfaction” (p.
435). To gain in-depth insight into the nuances of racialized role strain in the participants’ work
environments, I conducted a qualitative research study consisting of one-on-one interviews with
participants. This method of data collection was essential to this study because it created space
for participants to tell their stories and provide examples of how they negotiated between their
professional role and racial identity at a PWI.
Critical race theorists see storytelling as an essential tenet that sheds light on systematic
and structural oppression (Bell, 1995; Ladson-Billings, 2013). Not only do interviews provide
space for people who have routinely been marginalized to share their stories—a process that is
inevitably empowering—but they also offer an alternative context that can challenge the
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dominant story (Ladson-Billings, 1998). By interviewing participants about their lived
experiences, we can better understand how racially oppressive systems can be disrupted. Specific
to this study, I explored the experiences Black mid-level student affairs administrators have
within their institutions, gathering personal stories from Black mid-level managers who have
negotiated between their racial and professional identities to provide findings that might help
others navigate and cope with racialized role strain.
The Qualitative Approach to Inquiry
Qualitative methods enable researchers to collect sense-making data from participants
within a bounded system. Creswell (2007) states that qualitative research allows silenced voices
to be heard and seeks to bring understanding to complete issues. Qualitative inquiry as described
by Patton (2002), Creswell (2007), and Yin (2009) is best suited to answering questions of how,
what, and why when exploring individuals, groups, events, or phenomena.
Creswell (2007) notes that qualitative methods seek “deep involvement in issues of
gender, culture, and marginalized groups” (p. 43). The use of semi-structured interviews with the
Black mid-level student affairs administrators provides the opportunity to yield rich data that
gives voice to their lived experiences. Examining the unique stressors that confront these
administrators during heightened campus racial unrest will further illuminate the phenomenon of
racial battle fatigue. Patton (2002) refers to this process as getting as close to the people, the site,
and/or the phenomenon. Solórzano and Yosso (2002) argue that qualitative research is especially
well suited for foregrounding the stories and perspectives of people of Color for the purposes of
eliciting detailed descriptions and advancing inquiry.
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Participants
Criterion sampling was used to select participants for this study. This method was
appropriate because participants needed to meet a specific set of criteria (Patton, 1990). Patton
(1990) describes criterion sampling as a type of “purposeful sampling” used to identify
“information-rich cases for study in depth” (p. 169). Using criterion sampling, self-identification
as Black is the key criterion for participation.
In addition to self-identifying as Black, participants were required to be a current midlevel student affairs professionals employed at a predominantly White institution of higher
education. According to the recruitment website for the 2018 NASPA Mid-Level Administrators
Institute, mid-level administrators have “a minimum of five years as a full-time student affairs
professional and responsibility for the direction, control, or supervision of one or more Student
Affairs functions, or one or more professional staff members” (NASPA, 2018). Therefore, to
meet the selection criteria for this study participants must: (1) self-identify as Black or African
American, (2) currently hold a mid-level administrative student affairs position in higher
education (e.g., assistant or associate director or assistant or associate dean title), (3) work at a
predominantly White institution, and (4) have a minimum of two years’ experience supervising
professional staff holding a minimum of a master’s degree.
I recruited participants through the use of the social media platforms Facebook, Twitter,
and LinkedIn. Recruitment posts were shared on Facebook and LinkedIn through the Black
Student Affairs Professionals group, and on Twitter using the hashtag #BLKSAP. In response to
the outreach 21 people expressed interest in participating.
According to Trotter (2012), determining an appropriate sample size is often a challenge
in qualitative research. For homogenous groups like the one in this study, Guest, Bunce, and
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Johnson (2006) suggested that saturation appears with approximately 12 participants. Saturation
is achieved when the researcher is no longer learning anything new from subsequent interviews
and observations (Latham, 2013).
Unlike quantitative studies for which “the more data points the better,” Crouch and
McKenzie (2006) advised that including fewer than 20 participants in a qualitative study helps
researchers establish and maintain close relationships with the participants, thereby improving
the “open” and “frank” exchange of information. In contrast, Patton (2002) argues that there
should be no guidelines in relation to sample size, noting that qualitative research can focus on
small units studied in depth. For narrative research, Creswell (2007) recommends a sample size
of two to three unless a larger pool of participants is used to develop a collective story. In light of
these diverse perspectives, the desired number of participants for the study was 8-12 Black midlevel administrators. In addition, given the level of vulnerability required for the study, it was
possible that some potential participants would not wish to continue in a study where they were
asked to discuss their experiences of racial incidents and role strain in the work environment.
Prospective participants were asked to complete a demographic questionnaire to ensure
that the criteria for the research study were met. The demographic questionnaire had a total of 14
questions that focused on obtaining information such as racial and ethnic background,
nationality, gender, age, highest degree obtained, current institution, current functional area and
position held in student affairs, level and number of staff they supervise, and whether they share
the same race or ethnicity of their immediate supervisor. Survey data were distributed and
collected using a trusted software platform, Qualtrics.
The questionnaires were assessed to determine participant eligibility and to ensure a
diverse sample with respect to location, gender, and functional areas. All data from the survey
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were stored on a password protected USB in my home. Seven of the 21 prospective participants
did not meet the eligibility requirements for the study. Of the 14 who were eligible, only eight
signed up and completed the first interview.
Table 1
Participant Profiles
Name

Gender

Functional
Area

Title

Years in the
Profession

Institution
Region

Kameron

Man

Multicultural
Affairs

Assistant
Director

7

Southeast

Loren

Woman

Recreation &
Wellness

Assistant
Director

8

Southeast

Roxanne

Woman

Residence
Life

Assistant
Director

8

Midwest

Brent

Man

Student
Leadership

Associate
Director

10

Southeast

Semaj

Woman

Recreation &
Wellness

Assistant
Director

10

Southeast

Julius

Man

Residence
Life

Director

11

Midwest

Tony

Man

Residence
Life

Associate
Director

11

Midwest

Aaron

Man

Student
Union

Director

16

Southeast

Data Collection
This study employed diaries and interviews as means to collect data. Structured and/or
solicited versus unstructured and/or unsolicited diaries are explored in the following sections to
consider how participant diaries are used, their strengths and limitations, as well as a rationale
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for the study’s protocol. The use of interviews to complement the data collected from the diaries
is also discussed.
Qualitative research is geared towards understanding the lives, experiences, and
motivations of participants, and methods such as interviews and focus groups provide
researchers with insight into individuals’ descriptions of themselves and their experiences at a
given point in time (Meth, 2003). If a researcher wants to assess change over a period of time, a
series of interviews would be required. In either case, interview data are limited by what a
participant can recall and is willing to share (2003).
Diaries and interviews are both useful methods for collecting data in the field of health
and social research (Jacelon & Imperio, 2005; Jones, 2000; Way, 2011). Specifically, both
methods can be used to garner detailed data about the experience or event under investigation.
Zimmerman and Weider (1977) combined diary and interview methods to create what they
referred to as the diary-interview method. This study will utilize both methods as forms of data
collection.
Diaries
Using diary methodologies provides lengthier and much more regular insight into
individuals’ lived experiences; moreover, this method changes the researcher-participant power
dynamic (Turner, 2016). Interviews and focus groups can sometimes comprise a bit of an
interrogation, with the researcher asking questions that participants are expected to answer. With
diaries, participants have more autonomy to share what they want, as well as where and when
they want to share it (Meth, 2003).
Another advantage of using diaries is that they provide opportunities for participants to
record their thoughts and feelings as soon after an event as possible, so they do not have to rely
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on memory to recall past experiences (Holloway, 2008). This is relevant to my study as the
diaries will capture accounts of the racialized role strain Black mid-level administrators
experienced as it happened, rather than asking them to recall events that may have lost
significance days, weeks, or months later. Polity and Beck (2004) suggested that diaries also
provide researchers with an unobtrusive way of tapping into intimate areas of participants’ lives
that might otherwise be closed to them.
Researchers can solicit dairy entries in several ways. Diaries can be structured or
solicited, where participants are asked to monitor and measure the effect of certain interventions
at particular times of the day (Sharp & Tishelman, 2005) or record specific information in
relation to some aspect of an event or experience (Gonzalez & Lengacher, 2007). Diaries may
also be unstructured or unsolicited, where participants are asked to record an item when it occurs
and detail their thoughts, opinions, and feelings at that time (Bowling, 2009). Clayton and Thorn
(2000) argued that having any structure to a diary may reduce the spontaneity of the participant’s
diary entries.
However, Elliot (1997) contended that solicited diaries have a different focus from that of
unsolicited or unstructured diaries, as they are written with the researcher in mind. With the
solicited diary, the writer completes the diary reflecting on issues that are of interest to the
researcher and with the knowledge that the diary will be read and interpreted by another person
(Jacelon & Imperio, 2005). Solicited diaries are also a reflective intervention in clinical settings
to facilitate patients’ reflection on their experience (Campbell, 1992; Rancour & Brauer, 2003).
These examples all support Zimmerman and Wieder’s (1977) notion that the participant is both
an observer and informant, providing the researcher with a “view from within” (p. 484).
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In a study of women from South Africa who recorded their experiences of violence over
a period of one month, Meth (2003) argued that using solicited diaries would promote the
respondents’ participation and engagement in the research process. Meth further posited that
solicited diaries have longitudinal benefits, in their socially constituted nature, use in conjunction
with interviews, and finally their potential for empowerment (p. 198). Acknowledging the
various arguments for and against solicited and unsolicited diaries, I incorporated both styles,
asking participants to submit two solicited diary entries and one unsolicited entry.
Compared to traditional survey designs, diary methods offer several benefits; however, it
is also important to consider their limitations. Maintaining a diary requires a time commitment
on the part of the participants and a willingness to regularly complete the diary and follow any
guidelines, which is rarely required in other types of research studies (Kenten, 2010; Reis &
Gable, 2000). Due to this greater burden on participants, fatigue and high dropout rates are more
likely than with other methods requiring less involvement. In addition, Bolger et al. (2003)
emphasize that the strong dedication required of the participants can lead to “less in-depth
reporting of a phenomenon at each time of measurement” (p. 592).
Combining diaries with interviews comprises a method known as the diary: diaryinterview method, authored by Zimmerman and Wieder (1977) and discussed more recently by
Clarke and Iphofen (2006) and Way (2011). The data collected from the diaries supplements the
data collected from the interviews, with the diaries acting as an aide-memoir for events that may
otherwise be forgotten or difficult to recall accurately. Corti (1993) suggests that diary: diaryinterviews constitute the most reliable method of obtaining information and provide the closest
alternative to direct observation. In this study, the diary: diary-interview provides an opportunity
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to discuss more intimate details contained within the diary that might have remained unspoken if
the interview method alone was used (Way, 2006).

Protocol
All participants completed an initial semi-structured in-depth interview that was
approximately 60-90 minutes long, responding to questions about general experiences of strain
they felt or perceived in their mid-level student affairs role (see Appendix B). At the end of the
interview, having been informed about the participant diary method at the recruitment stage,
participants were asked if they would be willing to keep a solicited diary and to participate in a
follow-up diary interview at a later date. Those who were willing to keep the diary were given
verbal instructions regarding the diary layout and what they were being asked to complete.
Over the course of one five-day work week, participants were to keep a diary of their
day-to-day experiences in their role as a Black mid-level student affairs administrator.
Specifically, they were asked to look back over each day and think of times, places, or events in
which they became aware of their role as a Black mid-level student affairs administrator in either
a positive or a negative way. After participants completed the five-day period they were asked to
upload the documents via Google Drive.
Upon receipt of the diary and analysis of the diary and the participant’s first semistructured interview, I scheduled the final semi-structured interview. This interview was used to
follow up on any themes or patterns from the first interview or the diary entries that needed
additional clarification. Of the eight participants, only two completed the diary.
All interviews were conducted face-to-face or via Zoom depending on the participant’s
proximity to the researcher and participant choice. No phone interviews were conducted, as
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video conferencing allowed for a more personalized interview experience in which the researcher
and participant could see each other and the researcher could observe and respond to physical
reactions.
Individual interviews were recorded and professionally transcribed verbatim by
RevRecorder, an online-based app with a professional freelance transcriptionist. To ensure
anonymity and confidentiality, participants’ real names and institutions’ names were not used in
this study. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant and institutions were described in
terms of institutional type and region rather than identified by state. Digital audio files of each
interview were stored on a password protected computer. All digital audio files, demographic
questionnaires, diary entries, interview transcripts, and field notes are stored and will be retained
for at least three years in compliance with IRB guidelines, after which they will be destroyed
once it is determined that no further analysis is needed.
Data Analysis
Using a CRT lens, participants’ stories were used to construct a narrative of the
experiences of Black mid-level student affairs administrators. Their narratives illuminated lived
experiences that might not be recognizable to the majority. Using critical theories, I centered the
participants’ stories throughout the analysis to maintain a focus on their voices and experiences
All interview transcripts were uploaded to DeDoose, a cross-platform app for analyzing
qualitative and mixed methods research with text, photos, audio, video, and spreadsheet data.
After all eight interviews and two diaries were uploaded I went through line by line and assigned
codes to the text. I spent significant time engaged in multiple readings of the eight transcribed
interviews and two diary responses (Chase, 2005; Josselson, 2011), analyzing the content rather
than the form of the participant stories (Lieblich et al., 1998).
57

One of the most common approaches in analyzing narratives is thematic analysis
(Riessman, 2008). Given that a thematic approach most honors the words of the participants, it
was selected as the most appropriate method for this study. Riessman (2008) observed that while
A priori theory is used to interpret and make meaning of participants’ accounts, thematic analysis
is concerned with how participants themselves experience and interpret a given phenomenon.
In addition, elements of CRT were used to analyze and interpret the various experiences
of Black mid-level student affairs administrators in the draw conclusions and verification stage.
A fundamental element of CRT is the centrality of experiential knowledge (Solórzano & Yosso,
2002). CRT recognizes that the experiential knowledge of people of Color is legitimate,
appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial subordination (p.
26). Critical race theorists therefore believe that storytelling, family histories, biographies,
scenarios, parables, chronicles, and narratives are essential in learning about people of Color
(Solórzano & Yosso, 2002).
Eight themes that emerged from the transcripts:


Navigating supervisors



Navigating White colleagues



Navigating same-race colleagues



Mobilizing Black students without getting fired



Yet another hashtag… Business as usual



Microaggressions



Balancing race and gender in mid-level roles



Self-preservation: Coping



Departure
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Trustworthiness
Moustakas (1994) addressed quality and trustworthiness in research by encouraging
researchers to stay engaged from beginning to end while eliminating assumptions that may
interfere with data collection and analysis. Moustakas advised that it is critical to “remain with a
question intensely and continuously until it is illuminated or answered” (p. 18). My background,
current position, and professional involvement with the research topic were relevant, requiring
constant attention to the principles of natural inquiry. At various points in the data collection the
participants’ stories of their lived racial experiences were familiar, and I challenged myself to
remain within the questions and keep an open mind.
Member Checking
In qualitative research, the researcher is both the data collector and data analyst, allowing
for the potential of researcher bias (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Mason (2002) cautioned
qualitative researchers against imposing their personal beliefs and interests on the research
process, warning that when this occurs the researcher’s voice begins to overtake that of the
participant. Member checking is the process through which the researcher presents the
preliminary findings to members of the study sample to elicit feedback about the accuracy of
both the transcription and any inferences made.
Doyle (2007) explained that member checking is used to validate, verify, or assess the
trustworthiness of qualitative results. Atkinson (1998) recommended that the storyteller or
interviewee have the opportunity to review the transcript of their narrative and have authority
over what is shared. Lincoln and Guba (1985) noted that this process helps researchers check
their bias during the research process. All eight participants were provided a copy of their
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transcript and offered the opportunity to review the emergent themes. No participants had any
modifications to their transcripts and two requested copies of the emergent themes.
Limitations
Given the scope of the study, there are inherent limitations. In any research project, there
are unique issues that restrict the conduct and limit the results of the study. It is the researcher’s
responsibility to consider the limitations that may be present and to disclose those issues,
enabling readers to use the information to assess the validity and reliability of the findings
(Locke et al., 2007). In addition, as in most qualitative research, I served as the sole instrument
of data collection and analysis (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Therefore, the data collection and
analysis are inevitably influenced by my personal and professional experiences, attitudes,
interests, and beliefs in relation to the subject of inquiry (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).
Creswell (2007) noted that the principal limitation of qualitative research is the inability
to generalize from one participant to another. Findings are generalizable only to the individuals
participating in this study and point to further areas of inquiry about Black mid-level
administrators. The literature emphasizes the incompatibility of conventional measures of
applicability and generalizability with qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam &
Tisdell, 2016). Thus, the notion of “transferability” has emerged to demonstrate rigor and
scholarly association within existing inquiry (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
The findings of this research study are therefore subject to various interpretations and
explanations and are not generalizable to all Black mid-level administrators at four-year, public,
predominantly White institutions. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggested that qualitative
researchers’ aim should not be to generalize to other settings but instead to “offer readers a place
to imagine their [findings’] uses and applications” (p. 42). While recognizable patterns and
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attributes may emerge, the presence of unique personal histories and cultures may preempt
generalizations about the experiences of Black mid-level student affairs administrators.
Nonetheless, observations concerning individual experiences or particular campuses may be
useful to practitioners and policymakers at other institutions.
Delimitations
Delimitations refer to the researcher’s choices that limit the scope and define the
boundaries of a study, implying that other related problems could have been chosen but were
rejected. This study will not represent the totality of the Black mid-level student affairs
administrator experience. The study also will not explore the experiences of Black mid-level
administrators at community colleges or private or religiously affiliated institutions, and
participants are limited to Black mid-level student affairs administrators who supervise at least
one entry-level professional.
Assumptions
All participants were informed that their identities would remain anonymous and that all
personal identifiers would be removed. Therefore, it is my belief that the participants openly
shared their experiences relative to their professional and racial identities and answered the
interview questions in a candid manner. The inclusion criteria for the sample were carefully
selected and are appropriate. This assures that the participants will have relevant experiences
pertaining the study. Lastly, I believe the participants had a sincere interest in participating in my
research and did not have any motives other than contributing to my work and the broader
research on this topic.
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Reflexivity
Qualitative researchers play an important role in data collection and the analysis process.
When conducting qualitative research, it is imperative that researchers are sensitive to how they
engage aspects of the study, how they may introduce bias, and how they can alleviate it
(Merriam & Tisdell, 2015; Milner, 2007; Peshkin, 1988). The researcher is an essential
instrument and is heavily involved in the collection and interpretation of the data (Brinkman &
Kvale, 2015). As the researcher, my role was to engage in a reciprocal relationship with the
participants to co-create an understanding of the data (Creswell, 2014; Lichtman, 2012).
However, as noted by Koch (1996), “an interpreter inevitably brings certain background
expectations and frames of meaning to bear in the act of understanding” (p. 176).
As an educator, I believe I can make a difference and have an impact on students and the
culture of an institution. As a student affairs professional, I believe that some of the most
important aspects of what students do related to personal growth and self-discovery occur
outside the classroom. As a Black student affairs administrator, I know I must also arm my
students with the resilience necessary to combat the attacks they will face in society and,
increasingly, on college campuses.
In any organization, mid-level managers serve as conduits of communication between
entry- and senior-level staff. In student affairs, mid-level administrators are seen as organizers,
communicators, and problem solvers (Tyrell, 2014). Therefore, in light of the current sociopolitical climate and increasing racialized campus incidents, how do Black mid-level
administrators not only personally respond to and cope with events that directly threaten them as
administrators of Color, but also support their students of Color who are equally affected by
these incidents?
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By virtue of their “middleness” within organizations, mid-level leaders must find
balance. They must negotiate the tension between senior-level directives and the needs of those
who require their support and service, while also monitoring policies and procedures they rarely
have the authority to develop or change yet are required to enforce (Tyrell, 2014). Rosser (2004)
suggested that even amid the challenges of the mid-level role, they remain committed and loyal
to the institutions for which they work.
This observation raises numerous questions. Where does this commitment and loyalty
come from? To whom are these professionals loyal, and is their loyalty reciprocated? Am I, as a
mid-level student affairs professional, called upon to be loyal to the organization, its staff, its
students, and/or myself? Can I be loyal while disagreeing with my supervisor or employer? How
should I express my disagreement when I am opposed to the response or actions I am instructed
to carry out? How do I, as a Black mid-level manager, work at an event on my campus where a
prominent “Alt right” leader condemns social justice, feminists, and the Black Lives Matter
movement? What happens when my organizational commitment is challenged at the intersection
of my professional role and my racial identity?
My peers and I have had to answer these questions as Black mid-level managers
responding to racial bias incidents on our college campuses. My intent in pursuing this research
is not to vilify an institution, administrators, or the fields of higher education and student affairs.
However, as a critical scholar, I believe it is necessary to attend to the experiences of Black
administrators in the current racialized times. Thus I must also acknowledge my inherent bias
and perspectives as the researcher and instrument.
I identify as a Black mid-level student affairs administrator with eight years of experience
in the field. I became interested in this topic because I have experienced personally and observed
63

in my colleagues the impact of role strain on professional and racial identities. My professional
work over the past eight years is intricately connected to the research questions that are the focus
of this study. As a result, I approach this research with a background in and commitment to
advocating for inclusive and affirming campus environments for persons of Color in higher
education.
Summary
This chapter described the design and research methods utilized in this study. An
overview of qualitative inquiry and a discussion of its suitability for this study, the data
collection and analysis procedures, and methods for increasing the trustworthiness of the
findings were also presented. Chapter four presents the narratives of the eight Black mid-level
student affairs administrators in the study, illuminating their experiences in their role and
exploring how they navigate and cope with the racialized role strain they confront.
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CHAPTER FOUR:
FINDINGS

Chapter Four presents the narratives of the Black mid-level student affairs administrators
participating in the study, illuminating their experiences in their role and exploring how they
navigate and cope with the racialized role strain they confront. The chapter begins with eight
participant profiles detailing how each mid-level administrator in the study came into the
profession of student affairs findings of the study. Following the profiles, the participant's
experiences provide an overarching conceptualization of racialized strain that frames their
experiences at the intersection of their racial identity and occupational role.
Participant Profiles
Kameron
Kameron was first introduced to student affairs during his undergraduate years as a
student leader in a mentoring program. It was this opportunity in his third year of college that
prompted Kameron to attend graduate school in the field of student affairs. Kameron has been in
student affairs for seven years and at the time of the first interview was an assistant director of
multicultural affairs in the southeastern U.S. Before landing his mid-level role, Kameron worked
in university housing in the Southwest, where he engaged in diversity and inclusion work that
served as a springboard for him to change functional areas into diversity, equity, and inclusion
work.
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Loren
Loren was first introduced to student affairs as a student at a private undergraduate
institution in the Northeast. As a health and wellness peer educator she was encouraged by a
mentor to explore opportunities in the field of higher education, combining her sociology major
and the skills she acquired in wellness to further impact the lives of college students. As a result,
Loren attended graduate school in the Northeast. After graduating with her master’s degree
Loren worked as an entry-level residence life professional at a large public institution in the
Southeast. After five years in that role Loren made a functional area shift into health and
wellness and advanced to her first mid-level role. Loren spent a year in that role before
transitioning to a large public institution in a different southeastern state.
Roxanne
Roxanne comes from a family of educators who instilled in her the importance of serving
others. She called herself a “housing kid,” as her role as an undergraduate resident assistant (RA)
sparked her passion for a career in university housing and residential education. After graduating
with her master’s degree, she accepted a position as an entry-level housing professional in the
Midwest. After seven years in the field and several organizational restructures of her department,
Roxanne was promoted to assistant director. Roxanne has held her mid-level AD role for the past
three years.
Semaj
Semaj has been in the profession for 10 years, and entered the field after being exposed to
what student affairs was during her undergraduate career. Semaj was unsure of her career
trajectory during college but after reflecting on her undergraduate experiences with mentors, she
was formally introduced to the student affairs career path. Semaj’s niche within student affairs
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was further defined by her passion for health, wellness, and recreation. After graduate school
Semaj’s career took her to the West Coast, where she worked at two public universities before
moving to the Southwest to become a mid-level assistant director in a campus recreation
department. Semaj is currently completing coursework toward her terminal degree.
Aaron
Aaron is a native of the southeastern U.S. and grew up in a very culturally diverse city.
From an early age Aaron was involved in leadership roles in the marching band and through Boy
Scouts. Through these organizations and even before his undergraduate career, Aaron attended
national conferences focused on leadership development. It was only fitting, then, that in college
Aaron joined his residence hall government and other campus organizations. Through a series of
unexpected events in navigating his university and securing a job as a hall director for a boarding
school, Aaron entered the student affairs profession and completed both his master’s and
terminal degrees in the field. Aaron now serves as the Director of Student Life and Leadership at
the flagship institution in a southeastern state. In this role, Aaron oversees student activities,
leadership development, student organizations, assessment and development, the campus
programming board, student government, and the late-night safe walk program.
Brent
Brent grew up in a small town in the Southeast and describes himself as “engaged.” He
was “one of those kids that was everywhere, in everything, involved in everything from church
to school, sports, all that good stuff. School was something I was really good at and I liked. I’ve
always been involved in education and being in educational environments.” Not surprisingly,
when he went to college Brent was extremely involved in campus life and became involved in
the NASPA Undergraduate Fellows Program (NUFP).
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As a result of his involvement on campus and his meaningful connections with mentors
and NUFP, Brent attended graduate school in student affairs in the Southeast. He then headed to
his first full-time role in the Southwest as a coordinator of student engagement and leadership.
When Brent transitioned to an associate director position he entered the realm of upper mid-level
leadership, supervising mid-level leaders. In this role he continued to focus on his passion for
leadership development and civic engagement. Brent has a total of 10 years in the profession.
Tony
Tony attended college in the Southeast and was very involved as a student leader.
Through involvement in his fraternity, and student government he decided to attend graduate
school in the Southwest with an emphasis in higher education administration. After graduate
school Tony began his career in residence life in the Southeast. He relocated to the Midwest for
his first mid-level role as an assistant director of residence education before moving to his
current position as an associate director of housing, also in the Midwest. Tony has served in the
profession for 11 years.
Julius
Julius grew up in a single-parent household and attended college in the Midwest. His
athleticism earned him a scholarship that enabled him to attend college. While in school Julius
worked in the Office for Community Engagement, where he was mentored by staff member.
Upon graduation Julius worked at the institution full time and earned his master’s degree before
leaving to complete his Ph.D. full time at the state’s flagship institution. During his 11-year
career Julius has held positions in multicultural affairs, community engagement, and student
support services. He is currently the director of a residential life department in the Midwest.
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The experiences of these eight mid-level Black student affairs administrators presented in
this chapter speak to the nuances of what it means to occupy a mid-level role as a person of
Color at a predominantly White institution. All eight participants felt a degree of strain in their
role as mid-level student affairs administrators that would be comparable to the stress felt by
non-Black peers, and in particular their White counterparts. However, their roles were further
complicated by the unique stressors that occurred at the intersections of their racial identity and
their professional role.
The result of the collision between the participants’ race and their role as mid-level
administrators was caused at times intentionally and at times unintentionally by their work
environments, peers, supervisors, students, and the overarching sociopolitical climate in the U.S.
Participants reported a variety of methods for coping with this racialized strain. All participants
acknowledged and identified barriers and thresholds to which they must relieve their stress and
strain by any means necessary as a radical act of self-love, care, and choice.
While the participants were similar in many ways, they varied with regard to their
understanding of their role within their organization, their acceptance of the inherent cultural
taxation they experienced within the organization, and their level of tolerance for the fatigue that
resulted from the racialized strain. An analysis of their stories identified the two major themes of
racialized role strain and self-preservation. The following sections discuss these themes along
with the obstacles and strategies the Black mid-level professionals shared through their
narratives.
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Racialized Role Strain
Each participant identified stressors germane to their role as a Black mid-level
administrator that they perceived their White counterparts did not have to endure. These stressors
ranged from being the only person of Color on their team or in their department; to being
expected to handle or resolve all bias-motivated incidents and other situations concerning equity,
diversity, and inclusion; to having to educate White students and colleagues on their use of the
N-word. Each incident, environment, or person that causes a strain, tension, or hindrance
consciously or unconsciously reminds participants of their otherness as they strive to balance
their racial and professional identities and roles.
Kameron recounted an incident in which Milo Yiannopoulos, the controversial British
polemicist known for supporting Neo-Nazism and the alt-right, visited his campus. As a Black
mid-level manager, Kameron recalled:
I had to come and babysit that experience to make sure the White, right radicals didn’t
get out of line, and then placate the minorities, the people of Color, the trans folks, the
LGBTQ folks who were impacted by the presence of Milo on campus.
In a tone heavy with sarcasm, Kameron ended by noting, “That was tough.” Kameron
explained that the “tough” part was not necessarily coping with Yiannopoulos’s presence on
campus, but knowing how to help the students and staff with marginalized identities process his
presence:
How do I connect with Black students, help them feel safe, help them feel cared for, and
then parlay those experiences into something that felt good for White people and made
them feel safe, and made them feel okay with the decisions that they make, even though it
might directly impact Black people in negative ways? I feel like fucking Cesar Millan,
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the Dog Whisperer for Black people. . . . In a sense I had to be an interpreter, to be a
psychic, to be the niggah-whisperer. To understand what it is that Black students are
thinking, what they care about, what’s important to them. Then not only understand that,
coach them through their response and their emotional considerations, unpack that shit.
Then package it in a way that White people can understand, are appreciative of, aren’t
threatened by, and connected to.
Kameron alludes to the expectation that he should figuratively “play both sides of the
fence” as an administrator—and specifically a Black administrator who tends to the needs of an
impacted demographic. In this scenario, students were directly impacted by the presence of altright conservatives and groups that were known to spread racist and xenophobic ideology.
Kameron furthers elaborated on this peculiar space in which he was often placed:
It was like an abracadabra act. I then had to juggle placating to the White feelings,
emotions and tears, while also radicalizing my Black students without putting them in a
position where they would be direct recipients of harm, danger, ridicule, and
chastisement. It’s like, How do you fire up Black people, but not too much, but just
enough so that White people will respond, and still respect them? It was essentially, How
do I train Black people in respectability politics?
White (2001) defines “respectability politics” (or the politics of respectability) as
attempts by marginalized groups to police their own members. Groups that practice
respectability politics seek to cast their social values as compatible with dominant values, rather
than challenging the mainstream for what they see as its failure to accept difference. Such an
approach is highly problematic as it shifts responsibility and blame from the oppressor to the
oppressed, resulting in further subjugation of the oppressed.
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Semaj discussed the stress of having to justify or re-center underrepresented students of
Color in departmental conversations in which her White colleagues reinterpreted the meaning of
“underrepresented.” In her interview, Semaj described a time where she had to candidly remind
colleagues of the definition of this term while working on project in her unit:
One of the ideas that I had and suggested in the very beginning is that we look at
underrepresented groups who were not using our services and our programs and host
focus groups and develop some programmatic efforts, but also some marketing efforts to
appeal to these populations, these minority groups. And when I brought up the
conversation, I was 100% talking about racial and ethnic minorities and, in particular,
Black students not coming to our building. Not at the same rate in which other groups do
and to be even more specific, I was referring to Black and Latina women. That’s what I
was getting at.
And when I used “underrepresented groups” as opposed to speaking to the
particular groups that I use, it was translated into underrepresented students that were a
part of majors or colleges. So a White male colleague interpreted [this] as, “Oh yeah, so
the college of engineering and the students in nursing.” Those were the
“underrepresented” groups that don’t use our services and programs.
And so, when I have to come back and say, “No, I’m talking about Black and
Latin students. That’s what I was saying,” it took, I think, an act of God for people to not
fall under the table. And I was just like, “I thought that I made that clear. But obviously
not.” It’s interesting to have those conversations and to navigate those conversations with
people that don’t look like you and don’t think like you.

72

The response of Semaj’s colleagues illustrated the trend of broadening the term
“diversity” to simply mean the differences among people. This trend broadens the definition
beyond the historically underrepresented populations that have been systemically excluded in the
U.S. By using an extremely inclusive and broad definition of diversity that included college
majors, Semaj’s colleague diluted the term and detracted from Semaj’s efforts to center this
population.
Tony found himself questioning the equity and justice of the accountability and
disciplinary measures imposed on student staff in his department. After reviewing all the conduct
and terminations of student staff during the academic year, he noticed they were all Black. He
asked himself, “Why are the folks of Color and, in particular, Black student staff showing up
here and it’s not the same for White staff?”
While Tony didn’t question the validity of the terminations, as they all constituted what
he characterized as “egregious offenses” that violated the resident assistant contract, Tony
questioned the disparity in the treatment of Black and other staff of Color compared to the
treatment of White staff. Specifically, he wondered, “Are they not being caught? Or are they not
being held accountable in the same way?”
This insinuation was not a belief that other students were violating policy; however, Tony
had to question the system for which he was responsible. “Let me check the system. Because if
I’m overseeing a broken system, that’s my fault.” The apparent inequity in the disciplining of
staff represented a familiar dynamic for Tony, mirroring the disproportionate number of people
of Color in the American criminal justice system. Given this context, one must question whether
a White colleague would make the same inquiry into the disparity.
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Roxanne characterized her experience as a Black mid-level administrator as challenging
due primarily to the limited number of Black professionals on her campus:
So there definitely aren’t many Black mid-level professionals at my institution.
Specifically, in our division of Student Affairs, I think there are three. It’s tough because
you are alone. Or lonelier in a way. Not having someone who you can immediately have
access to who understands the complications and the fight between having
responsibilities to your department, but then also having to deal with your identity every
day.
As Roxanne strives to create community for all students, and in particular for students of Color,
in the rural area in which her institution is located, she and other colleagues suffer loneliness as
they long for a community of same-race peers.
Navigating Supervisors
Five of the eight participants shared strains, stressors, and strategies for working and
navigating relationships with their supervisors. Six of the eight participants had White
supervisors, while two had Black female supervisors who were supervised by White men. The
participants varied in the extent to which their direct supervisor or senior-level leaders impacted
their ability to negotiate their mid-level role.
Semaj provided several examples of having to “police or shrink” herself based on how
she is perceived in her work environment. Semaj indicated that the main source of this dynamic
is her White male supervisor.
He’s very good at observing how other people are receiving me. And for some reason,
people like to go to him and tell him these things. One of my challenges, though, and I’ve
challenged him on this several times, is that how do I get better, how do I change this
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perception? And he can never really give me any concrete ways of doing that. He can
never give me any feedback on how to alter that perception or to move in a different
direction. And I think it’s because he doesn’t have to do that. As a White man, he can sit
at the table and he can be assertive, and he can say what he thinks and he can say what he
feels and he can disagree with things without other people at the table challenging him.
Whereas, I think, for me, if I’m assertive and if I say what I feel or I disagree with
someone, I have to do it in a tone that is not as, for lack of a better term, perceived as
aggressive.
Semaj’s experiences with her White male supervisor illustrate several problematic trends
affecting persons of Color in general and Black women in particular. Black women in leadership
roles or those who speak out against a norm are frequently stereotyped as angry or aggressive.
No matter what the context, Black women are pressured to be quieter and more compliant, in
contrast their White male counterparts who are afforded the privilege of being assertive and
permitted to routinely reject the norm.
Semaj challenges this double standard:
And on numerous occasions, it’s interesting ’cause we’ll have this conversation and then
he’ll say, “The only reason I see it so much and I’m so aware of it is because I’m the
same way.” Meaning himself, he’s the same way. He has these same traits, these same
characteristics. And I struggle with that a little bit because if you have the same
characteristics and the same traits, but yet you’re an Associate Director and you’ve been
in your role and you’ve been at this institution for going on 20 years and you’ve been
successful and people like you and people enjoy working with you and we have the same
traits, why is it that I have to change mine? Why are you encouraging me to change
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mine? And then, on top of that, why can’t you give me tips for how to change? And how
to adapt to this culture?
I asked Semaj what follow-up around this conversation looks like, and if she has ever
asked her supervisor how he is able to navigate spaces in this way as White man, and his
perceptions of why she is unable to do so as a Black woman. She responded:
Oh no! Not without there being some offense taken. I would say the closest I’ve asked to
that particular question, but without that level of candor, is, “Could you tell me some
ways that you’ve navigated situations in which you’ve been perceived in the ways that
you’re describing me? And how have you worked to turn those relationships around?”
And it was interesting. He told me, “Well, sometimes people just realize that you don’t
mean any harm and they get over it.” And I was like, “So, if I’m here long enough, what
you’re saying is that people will just get over it.” And he laughed and then he kind of
blew it off. So, that was an interesting conversation, about a year ago. And one that will
probably stick with me for a while, but one that has never come up again.
When asked for advice for how to navigate their work environment, Semaj’s White male
supervisor laughed and jokingly dismissed her question and overall concern. This dismissal of
her question and her overall experience indicates the lack of importance he places on developing
his staff, and his lack of cultural competence regarding racial and gender bias in the workplace.
Of the eight participants, Kameron had the most tumultuous relationship with his
supervisor. When speaking about the experience of having a White supervisor, Kameron related
the serious challenges of this relationship, which was characterized by a dynamic he referred to
as “the weaponization of White woman fragility.”
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It is like the 1989 Best Picture of the Year, Driving Miss Daisy. What’s interesting to me
is the parallels of my life to that movie and how a Black man had to literally emotionally
parlay, lobby, navigate the insecurities, the fragility, the inadequacies of a White woman
in order to be secure. That has been my experience as a Black man working for a White
woman. A White, cisgender woman in the Office of Multicultural Affairs. Constantly
seeing her inefficiencies, but constantly being asked to cover for them, and then
constantly being unappreciated for it . . . Ain’t that fucked up?
Kameron’s experience in his role is multifaceted as a result of compounding factors: (1) a
White cisgender woman as the Director of Multicultural Affairs, and (2) the dynamic Kameron
identified as a result of his perceptions of her White fragility. Fragility is defined as a state in
which even a minimum amount of racial stress becomes intolerable, triggering a range of
emotions including anger, fear, and guilt, as well as defensive moves such as argumentation,
silence, and leaving the stress-inducing situation (DiAngelo, 2011). This state of mind, Kameron
believes, was projected onto him so his supervisor could avoid addressing her own qualms and
bouts with White guilt and fragility. The issue is not her identities per se, but rather a perceived
inability to come to terms with her own Whiteness and the resulting projections Kameron
experienced, exacerbating his racialized role strain.
In contrast to Kameron’s experience, Roxanne has worked with her White male
supervisor for so long and established such a strong relationship with him that she can be
transparent in discussing the stresses of being Black in her environment. Roxanne described their
relationship:
I have a very unique relationship with my supervisor. We have worked together
supervisor, supervisee for the past almost six years. When I was a coordinator, he was my
77

Assistant Director and now as Assistant Director, he is my Director. So we’ve worked
together for a really long time and it’s super unique because we worked out the kinks and
we’ve gotten past the like, “Oh, how do I have a relationship with you but also have you
understand who I am?”
And we’ve gotten to a pretty good spot where I am at . . . I don’t sugarcoat
anything. There are times where I will walk in his office and I will say, “The Caucacity
of these people today.” And he’s a White man. So we have built a really good
relationship where I can be totally honest and transparent with him and then at the same
time, he knows I’m also going to challenge him in a lot of his thoughts and his ideals and
his privilege. And I think that’s been super important for me as a Black woman working
with a White man and the ideals that I had in my head about White men or have had
about White men. Though they still stand, it’s different in my interactions with my
supervisor.
Roxanne’s relationship with her supervisor is strong because of the length of time they
have worked together and his cultural competence, specifically his awareness of Whiteness and
the privilege he has. Their six-year relationship has clearly evolved and developed not only
through the years but as they have both ascended into elevated positions within the organization.
Additionally, it is evident that her supervisor’s openness to engaging in dialogue about identity
and race relations has helped Roxanne to navigate her role.
Mobilizing Black Students Without Getting Fired
Some participants spoke about the fine line they must walk when responding to student
activism on campus. The issues prompting student activism may include racial relations on
campus, lack of student and faculty diversity, the university’s perceived inaction on campus
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sexual assault, divestment from university funders, and the hosting of Alt-Right conservative
speakers on campus who are known to insight hate speech toward those of particular identities,
among other issues. Julius and Kameron both used the term “radical” in connection with a
continuum of Black student activism, noting the difficult balance they must maintain to stay
employed at their institutions. Julius mentioned having to loosely advise students on how to
convey their concerns to the senior leadership so as to be taken seriously, while keeping his
name out of it for fear of the repercussions he might face for equipping students with the skills to
be heard and not ignored.
Kameron’s usage of the term “radical” was complex and nuanced, and depended largely
on the race of those deemed radical. He first mentioned the term in regard to right-wing White
radicals, in the context of having to work the event where the controversial conservative speaker
Milo Yiannopoulos spoke on campus. In this case, he was expected to protect the First
Amendment rights of White radical students by insuring their ability to assemble on campus.
However, in reference to Black students, he mused, “How do I radicalize my Black students
without putting them in a position where they would be direct recipients of harm, danger,
ridicule, and chastisement?” noting, “What’s particularly hard is the diffusing of the radical
Black thought.”
In contrast to the directive Kameron was given to protect the freedom of speech of White
right-wing radical students, when the term “radical” was connected with Black identity,
Kameron perceived the directive to be suppressing Black student activism. Kameron commented
on his reasons for complying, to some extent, with this directive. “I knew down the road it would
be damaging, when I knew they deserved better, but it meant my self-preservation, and it meant
my advancement. It meant my security and, in some ways, temporarily, theirs.” He made this
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choice not only to preserve his own livelihood, but also to protect students from the potential
wrath of university administrators.
Yet Another Hashtag . . . Business as Usual
All eight participants discussed the great fatigue they feel after witnessing another story
about racism, a deadly incident involving police brutality, a deadly mass shooting, or any other
incident that creates another hashtag to draw support or motivate activism. The participants
described having to consume and process this news personally, then go to work and either be
expected to process it with other affected staff and students, or find there was no mention of or
reference to the impact of the event at all. Brent shares his experiences with this emotional
burden:
There’ve been several instances of Black men, specifically young Black men and women,
who have died at the hands of our police in our country. I think those are the moments
that the hashtags start and it’s this constant, pervasive . . . I feel there’s a . . . We know
that this happens every day, not everything gets the major attention as some of the
instances have gotten, but it felt like there was a period where it was happening quite
often. I think the hardest part was not that I had to experience it at home, process with
family, friends, our own social support circles and then come to work and have to deal
with doing the same. I think the hardest part was we did all that and then come to work,
and it’s like nothing happened. There’s no conversation. There’s seemingly no effect.
Those are the moments where you’re like, “Okay, who am I? What is this space doing
and not doing for me and how am I supposed to show up and be effective in my job when
I don’t even feel whole or safe right now because of what’s happening to my people?
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Brent illustrates the unfortunate and far too common phenomenon in which Black
Americans have developed a form of post-traumatic stress in regard to police killings of unarmed
Black people. Bryant-Davis (2007) explains that such racial trauma leads to psychological
symptoms that can overwhelm an individual’s capacity to cope, cause bodily harm, or threaten
one’s life integrity. Such repeated exposure to racism or discrimination may lead to anxiety,
hypervigilance, and lack of hope for the future (Turner, 2016).
The racial trauma Brent discusses impacts him not only firsthand through his personal
experience, but also secondhand through the experiences of his students and the entry-level staff
he must counsel. The trauma is compounded for those who identify with a victim because of
their shared identity (Kira et al., 2008). The situation is further complicated for Brent when he
goes to work following an incident that elicits racial trauma, only to find that the incident is not
discussed or even on the mind of his colleagues. This leads him to question their degree of care
and concern for the individuals and communities impacted.
Brent recalled November 9th, 2016, the day after Donald Trump was elected as
President of the United States:
I think the election of our current President was a big one when I literally came into the
office and my graduate student, my graduate assistant at the time who identified as Latina
and lesbian and all the things that were anti-this current administration, literally fell into
my arms the minute I walked into the office. Here I am processing my own stuff, coming
into work the day after with this weight on my shoulder, and then having to pull it
together and be supportive for graduate and undergraduate students who I knew or were
going to be looking to me for, if nothing else, somewhere to land. I think those are
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specific examples that I don’t know that other people have to deal with or care to deal
with based on identities that they own.
This was an extremely difficult day for members of underrepresented communities.
Nevertheless, Brent willed himself out of bed that morning and went to work. Even though he
and others were still processing the gravity of what a Trump presidency would entail for him,
given his identity as a Black, gay male, he went to work to support students and his staff because
he did not expect his White colleagues to be able to support them, or “care to deal with” others’
trauma.
The most difficult times are when students need administrators the most. Aaron shared an
example of how he navigates being a Black administrator and educator after a very public
national racially motivated event:
The next day my student body president came into my office and was like, “Can I just
talk to you for a few minutes?” and [he was] really angry, but I was like, “Sure, come on
in,” and he closed the door. He said something to the effect of, “I don’t understand why
those students have to protest.” So, I’m like, “Okay, let’s have a conversation of what
that means, and let’s use your words, we’re talking about those students. Let’s name the
students, the Black students, okay, now let’s engage in this conversation.” We had really
some of the most powerful conversations I’ve had and that’s where I think that’s my role.
I’m an educator so my job at this moment is not to be triggered, my job is to get the
White student body president who also supports the Board of Trustee member and
everything so it’s understanding why issues around racial identity and around Black
identity are important to the students that are demonstrating on campus.
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In this example, Aaron emphasizes the importance of his presence and role as an
educator. At this moment, Aaron negotiates his personal response in which he was triggered so
as to engage, educate, and deescalate the situation for the greater good of his student body and
campus. This checking of his triggers is not a dismissal of the incident or his own response.
Instead, Aaron identifies the need to work for the greater good and take advantage of this
teachable moment for the student body president, which is an essential function of his role.
Not Another Microaggression
All eight participants provided vivid detail of statements or behaviors that did not
necessarily reflect malicious intent toward them, but which nevertheless caused insult or injury.
These injuries and insults are called “microaggressions,” a term Derald Sue (2010) defines as
brief and commonplace daily verbal, behavioral, or environmental indignities, whether
intentional or unintentional, that communicate hostile, derogatory, or negative racial slights and
insults toward people of Color. Their mid-level administrative roles did not make the participants
immune from such micro-insults from peers, supervisors, senior leadership, and students.
Julius was often mistaken for another Black director on campus. The two started in their
roles a month apart and both moved their families to the small rural community with fewer than
20,000 people. Julius is the Director of Residence Life and his colleague, Dr. Smith
(pseudonym), serves as the Chief Diversity Officer. Julius is 5’10” and Dr. Smith is 6’3.” Both
were college athletes; Julius played football and Dr. Smith played basketball. They both have
their doctorate degree but look completely different, with noticeably different skin tones.
When people who mixed them up showed no remorse for their mistake, Julius would
make a joke out of it to lighten the encounter. He recalls a time when a professor on campus
asked him, “‘Are you Dr. Smith?’ And I said, ‘No, ma’am, I’m Julius. He’s much taller, and I’m
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much more handsome.’ She just thought it was the funniest thing.” Julius stated the confusion
went on for at least a year, and still happens on occasion four years later. The occasional mix-up
when Julius and Dr. Smith were new to the institution was understandable. However, the fact
that it went on for four years raises the question of whether those who mistook them for one
another cared to learn their names and associate them with the correct person.
Also related to one’s name, Semaj shared her frustration that her name is still
mispronounced after two years in her current role:
One of my superiors can’t pronounce my name. And so, that’s always an interesting
conversation when she addresses me, and I have to correct her even after like two years
of working with her. And my name is not that hard, it’s just a lot of A’s, but it’s not that
hard. But for me to have to constantly tell you how to pronounce my name and you
haven’t even taken into consideration, “I should probably learn this person’s name.”
That’s an interesting conversation that I have to have. And one that I don’t know that
others who are not Black and not women have to experience.
Mispronouncing someone’s name after they repeatedly correct you conveys a lack of respect and
creates an unpleasant and unwelcoming work environment. Mistakes happen; however, repeated
mistakes become inexcusable over time, and employees feel unimportant when others cannot be
bothered to remember how to pronounce their name correctly.
Loren noted two incidents in which she felt like people in the department intentionally
went out of their way to make the Black professionals feel like the “Other” in the room. The first
incident occurred at a campus football game, when her executive director rented a skybox and
hosted a mixer for the staff:
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So he gets his own private section, and he and his wife buy up a whole bunch of alcohol .
. . he invites any new staff automatically, and then he’ll backfill with returners based
upon how many tickets are left over. Because it was just myself and my coordinator who
were new at that time, we were there, and then there were a significant number of other
folks that I work with that were there, and someone made a comment about how me, my
supervisor, and one of my other colleagues were all sitting together. So again, there’s
probably maybe 20 of us in the box. Everyone else is drinking and all the things . . . I, for
one, am not about to get roasty toasty at a work function, especially folks that I just met a
month ago . . . So, we were actually sitting there watching the game, and so one of our
colleagues came up and sat behind us and was like, “How come all the people of Color
are sitting together right now? Why are y’all not socializing with everybody else? . . .
And so I think about the fact that they are completely unafraid to be White and ask real
White damn questions, when y’all were all standing back there.
Loren also recalled a similar incident:
Our holiday party, for example, me and these same two people from that situation went to
the holiday party together again because one of them don’t drink, and the other two, we
not about to get drunk like that . . . So we all came together, and when it came time for us
to take pictures, one of our associate directors was like, “Am I allowed to be in this
picture, or is this just the Black people picture? . . . They’re trying to keep track of all the
Black bodies and don’t want us conversing at all.”
Loren identified the fascination or need of White individuals to question the movements
of Black bodies in any space. Participants indicated that they often found themselves in
workplace environments where they were outnumbered by persons of another race, in particular
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White individuals. In Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting Together in the Cafeteria? Beverly
Daniel Tatum (1997) explained the phenomenon that same-race peer networks often gather in
specific physical spaces within an educational environment to seek refuge from the
environment’s predominantly White spaces.
Specifically, Tatum (1997) explained how Black children are not only encountering
racism and reflecting on their identity, but their White peers, even when they are not the
perpetrators of racism, are unprepared to respond in supportive ways (Carter, 2007). As a result,
Black students turn to one another for much-needed support. This support comes in the form of
racial clustering in physical areas within an educational context. Much like the Black students in
the cafeteria Tatum described, Loren and her colleagues of Color sought refuge from the Whitedominated spaces in their work environments. Every time a White colleague or staff member
questions these communal relationships it is either perceived as a reminder of how few persons
of Color are in a given space, or an insinuation that the persons of Color are choosing to exclude
themselves from the larger majority.
Julius identified a microaggression by a White female student that he described as “an
out-of-body experience.” In a seminar class he was teaching, the student used the N-word three
times in one sentence, with what he describes as the “hard –ER version.” The focus that day was
diversity and civility on college campuses, and the topic of microaggressions was up for
discussion.
Julius recalled realizing from the student’s tone that she knew what she was saying and
knew the impact it could have as she explained her “logic.” Julius believed the student
intentionally used the word with its full pronunciation three times as an act of defiance masked in
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an educational context. In responding, Julius remembers thinking, “Pretend you’re being
videotaped. Pretend you’re being videotaped. Pretend you’re being videotaped.”
Julius felt powerless in the moment. This is exactly what this word is meant to do: exert
power over Black individuals. In shock and disbelief, Julius recalled feeling his heart race with
every “piercing ER.” This is a far too common example of the word’s weaponization and
illustrates how the armor of position or educational attainment was able to prevent a Black
administrator and faculty member from being subjected to such treatment and testing by a
student.
Dealing with White Colleagues
Another stressor several participants identified was navigating relationships and other
situations with their White colleagues. Whether it was asking why all the Black staff members
are having lunch together or not showing up or taking responsibility for diversity-related issues
on campus, the actions, and at times inaction, of White staff members was a tremendous source
of strain on the participants.
For Semaj, some of her most important relationships are with other mid-level
administrators in her unit, as this group is responsible for the programmatic and daily operations
of the campus recreation unit. However, in the aftermath of recent race-related incidents and
heightened racial tensions, these relationships became strained:
One of my White mid-level colleagues used the N-word when he was describing a
situation that had happened on the basketball court. He was explaining what another
student had said. And in his explanation, he used the N-word more than one time. And I
was extremely uncomfortable in that situation. And afterwards he said, “Well, I’m Italian
so I can do that.” And I was like, “No, you can’t.”
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And so, I remember there was nothing but other White people in the room and I
think that dynamic changed how I interacted with every person in that room; because no
one in that room corrected him, he felt like he was okay saying it. And again, it got to that
point where I felt like if I say something then I’m extreme and we don’t like extreme over
here. And if I don’t then I’m internally conflicted.
And so, how do you navigate that? I was angry and I became angrier when he just
justified his use of the word. When he felt that it was okay. And I just remember going
into my office, and I shut the door the rest of the day. I was so angry that I didn’t know
how to interact with anyone else. It changed how I interacted with that group of people,
so I think it changed my desire to communicate with them, my willingness to collaborate
with them. And then, I think a small part of me wondered . . . Because they didn’t stand
up, they didn’t say anything, they didn’t correct this person. So, part of me wondered, did
they feel it was okay and is that language that they use in their everyday life?
Semaj pointed out that her colleagues did not take into consideration, or even acknowledge, the
historical trauma that word triggered. In effect, a rift was torn open that forced Semaj to question
her colleagues’ empathetic abilities and racial sensitivity.
Several of the participants expressed feelings of cultural taxation in their mid-level roles
as they described additional burdens placed on them in executing diversity-related affairs for
their department or institution. Roxanne talked about these expectations and noted that her White
colleagues did not have to think about such matters, particularly regarding the institution’s
upcoming Black History Month events. She stated:
For Black History Month, I am generally expected in some form or fashion to show up to
everything because it’s Black stuff. And I have to be there for that. But they don’t have to
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think about that, they don’t have to show up, they don’t have to go to work, do all the
things at work and then come back on campus for x amount of events and be there for the
Black students and be present for the Black students. Even when you’re dog tired, they
don’t have to think about that. They don’t have to think about if you don’t show up to a
diversity event, how people look or feel about you for not showing up.
In the field of education, educators naturally engage in a reasonable amount of service,
and often this is a reason they enter the profession. However, given the limited number of
persons of Color in the field and the academy, as Roxanne articulates, she felt a greater
responsibility to facilitate and attend every program for underrepresented students on her
campus. Additionally, she and other participants expressed frustration with White peers for not
taking more responsibility for supporting marginalized students outside of their job duties,
instead expecting their Black colleagues to shoulder this labor.
Participants highlighted code switching as a way to deal with White colleagues. Code
switching is a social technique used to adapt to different social environments. This technique
allowed participants to circumvent awkward or uncomfortable situations with White people at
work. Loren explained:
So, there’s a lot of code switching. There’s a lot of having to almost walk on eggshells,
right, and figure out how to negotiate your own lane at that institution because it is so
heavily dominated primarily by White men. The ABC system is dominated by White
men, AB State being a part of that ABC system. So it really can be very isolating and
very stressful for anyone coming in, but especially as someone who has to negotiate the
powers-that-be up above them and also help coach an emerging professional up to
perform at their potential as well.
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I think I underestimated how pervasive that feeling would be because my
supervisor currently is an African American woman. And so, I thought that there would
be at least somewhat of a level of protection. But when I think about how she got to her
position and some of the challenges that came along with that, she is also walking a very
precarious line, and so that assumed level of protection isn’t always there. So it truly is
me feeling all of the stress and strain of being a higher-level professional in some ways,
given the expectation that’s placed upon me, but feeling that pinch of trying to negotiate
and shield my staff from the kind of things that they don’t need to know to be able to
perform but may still feel the impact of.
In this example, Loren detailed an exhausting regimen in which she enacted code switching to
engage in and out of the White male-dominated environment on her campus and in the
departmental hierarchy. At the same time, she balanced coaching her entry-level staff, who
identify as women of Color, with navigating and placating the systems in which they are both
confined.
Kameron described his role as a mid-level administrator as “being between a rock and a
hard place.” He stated:
It’s all about understanding the priorities of those above you and being able to truly be
like a translator to those who look up to you and report to you, while also being their
mentor and developing them and holding them accountable. It’s almost liked a circus act .
. . You have like six or twelve different plates spinning at the same time. A mid-level
manager is a mentor, a supervisor, and a person who brings inspiration and motivation,
and it’s all spinning at the same time.
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Kameron stresses the duality and multiplicity of the mid-level role and also the determination
and finesse needed to balance multiple priorities. His metaphor of the priorities as dishes or fine
china emphasizes their importance to the stakeholders to whom they belong, as failing to tend to
them—or worse, dropping them—results in significant and sometimes irreversible damage.
Moreover, Kameron describes the impact of “racism, Colorism, and the never-ending
gnawing sensation that you’re wrong and that you don’t deserve to occupy the space in which
you do” on his role as a Black mid-level administrator. In his reflection Kameron speaks of the
effect of not only having to psychologically remind oneself that “you belong,” but also having to
demonstrate this in tangible ways to peers and colleagues, and in particular to White people who
do not have to prove their own validity, worth, connectedness, or understanding. Kameron
provides insight into the additional burdens he carries and endures to occupy the same spaces as
his White counterparts. He described the act of putting on a show or front by putting a smile on
his face as he does all this, so as not to display any discomfort or imply that he’s unwilling to
placate the emotions of various stakeholders, in particular his White colleagues.
Same-Race Peers and Colleagues
Not only did the Black mid-level administrators experience challenging situations with
White colleagues; they had to negotiate expectations and experiences with members of their own
race as well. Tony described how exhausting it could be to navigate his leadership position and
cultural identity amongst Black staff. He explained:
Sometimes having to navigate leadership position and cultural identity among Black
people can also be exhausting because at times I feel like staff are expecting me to show
up and be the Black man, when what I need to show up and be is your supervisor, period,
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who’s talking you through a department[al] process or through an accountability
measure.
At times Tony’s staff expected him to lead with inherent empathy towards those of his race, to
take it easier on them as fellow Black people. However, his role as their supervisor required that
he attend to work-related matters irrespective of their shared racial identity.
As Semaj unpacked various levels and sources of stress, she began to explore the daily
situational negotiations she must make as she balances her racial identity at work:
I think those that are not in the minority can choose to be ignorant of the fact that there
are issues and disparities and not be admonished for it or not be ostracized for it. But as a
Black person working at a predominantly White institution, in front of my White
colleagues I have to pretend that race isn’t an issue because it makes them uncomfortable.
But then when I’m around my Black colleagues, I have to 100% know that race is an
issue or they’re offended. And that’s an interesting balance: to have to downplay the race
issue to not make these people feel uncomfortable, but to totally relish in it to not make
these people feel uncomfortable. And that’s exhausting. That in itself is exhausting.
Semaj articulated that she has to negotiate role and racial conflict not only with her White
colleagues, but with her Black colleagues as well.
I’m a mentor for a Black student mentoring program this year on my campus. But last
year, I wasn’t. And I was given a firm talking to by some folks of Color because I
decided that since I couldn’t give 100% that I was gonna take a step back. And for some
reason I was looked at as not supporting Black students, not caring about the needs of
Black students, not being willing to be supportive of Black students, when that wasn’t the
case at all. It was, “Hey, I was just told by an executive administrator that she doesn’t
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know why I have a job. So let’s deal with that. I also just started a doctoral program and
I’m losing my mind, so let’s talk about that. And both of my coordinators left within six
months of each other, so I’m hiring a brand-new staff, let’s talk about that.” But I’m not
supportive of Black students and their success and I don’t wanna make sure that students
of Color are matriculating through the university.
And that was tough for me to have to hear that, knowing everything else that I’m
doing, because I am influencing students, I do work with students on a daily basis, it’s a
part of my job and it’s a part of who I am as a student affairs professional. And so, I am
doing this every day, but because I’m not doing it in this particular space, in the way that
you feel that I should do it, I’m not doing enough. And so that was pretty stressful. That
was pretty tough to navigate.
In this example, Semaj describes cultural taxation and shaming from Black colleagues
when she chooses not to volunteer for an additional responsibility outside of her role. Semaj also
recounts an example of negotiating her Blackness with both White and Black colleagues in
hiring decisions:
Someone was hired for a position and the other candidate was a Black male.
Immediately, my Black counterpart was like, “He wasn’t even considered because he’s a
Black man and they’re never gonna change their ways.” And she wanted me to be
outraged and offended by the fact that this Black man didn’t get this position, and I
wasn’t, because when I looked at his qualifications compared to the person that was
hired, the other guy had the better credentials. And so I wasn’t outraged. But I feel
sometimes I’m expected to be so pro-Black people that I don’t look at qualifications/
requirements and experiences needed to execute the position.
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I’m for my people, I’m sitting on this search committee and when I submitted
who I thought, I’m like, “Nope, we need people of Color, we need people of Color that
are qualified to be considered.” I am like, “Nope, this whole list is White, White, White,
White, White. That’s unacceptable.” So I am raising those concerns, but I feel like
sometimes I’m expected to be over the top. “Why aren’t we considering this person?”
“Well, they don’t even have a master’s degree. So, I can’t push that.”
But then, on the flip side in the other space, if I’m working with my White
counterparts and I bring up, “Hey, did we take a look at this list and notice that they were
all White men?” There were only two women on that list, I was like, “Can we add to the
diversity? Can we take another look at some of these other people and their qualifications
and they need to be considered? We need to make sure that we are considering a diverse
group of candidates.” And it’s kind of like, “We want the best quality people.” And I’m
like, “I get it. But is your race and ethnicity a qualification? Cause it looks like it is based
on this list here.” So I feel like when I want to be in the middle of, “Hey, we need to look
at these people of Color.” But I also don’t feel like I should have to be outraged every
time a Black person isn’t promoted into a position.
Semaj’s example provides insight into how she navigates her role as a Black mid-level
administrator on search committees. Not only is she working to diversify her current campus, but
also the pipeline of administrators who will one day hopefully assume leadership roles. Semaj
struggled with both White and Black colleagues in this area. First, she felt a responsibility to
educate White colleagues to ensure that candidate pools were diverse from the start. Second, she
had to endure critiques from Black colleagues who believed that Black candidates had been
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ignored when, regardless of race, the candidates did not meet the minimum educational or
experience requirements for the position.
All eight participants had similar experiences and perspectives about their White
colleagues in describing the undue burdens they experienced in their roles. Tony states:
I carry that weight of having to show up for a staff member of Color, not just to be an
example of a good associate director but to show what it means to be an associate director
of Color and set a standard that we can create an environment where all people feel like
they can show up and be themselves. I don’t think a White colleague and a counterpart
would carry that burden.
This situation has multiple layers. Tony recognized the role he has to serve as a mentor
and example to help Black entry-level staff one day assume leadership positions. This could be
an example of self-imposed cultural taxation for the greater good. He notes that how he executes
the role is not only a performance of a person of Color in the role, but also how to perform the
role in the most authentic manner, which he believe is more than his White colleagues are
required to do in their roles.
Balancing Race and Gender in Mid-Level Roles
Semaj, Roxanne, and Loren all identified additional challenges they faced as women in
navigating racialized role strain as Black mid-level administrators. In a diary entry Semaj
describes how her identity as a Black woman adds further complexity to her mid-level role:
When you add your Black identity to that, you feel that you have to navigate yourself in
two different arenas, you have to prove that you belong there as a Black person. But you
also have to prove that you belong there as a mid-level manager. It’s like this added

95

pressure of having to prove that intellectually, professionally, culturally, you can
assimilate to what’s happening.
As a mid-level professional in my role, not only am I the only Black person, I am
a Black woman at the tables that I sit at. For instance, in my role, I stood at a table full of
other mid-level managers and I’m the only Black person and I’m the only Black woman
at that table. And I think that that in itself creates an unsafe space for me to really voice
my concerns, my opinions about what’s happening. And even contribute to the
conversation without what I’m saying being taken out of context.
For instance, we had a conversation in one of our meetings about how we’re
serving students of Color within our department staff, both professional but mostly
students. And when I voiced a concern it was taken as a, “Yeah, we’ll jot this down.”
And then I had a male counterpart who isn’t White, he’s of Color but he’s not Black,
echoed my sentiment, said, “I agree with her.” And then all of a sudden it became a
discussion of the same exact thing that I had just articulated about serving a diverse
student group, namely students of Color.
Loren stated that in addition to race, gender also has a profound impact on how she
negotiates her mid-level role.
Working at a primarily STEM-based institution, my role as a female, I feel that a lot. So,
for example, I think about conversations that I had with students that work in our office
or conversations that I’ve had with students that I coach, and they talk about this feeling
of being isolated as a female or as a person of Color or whatever, and I think about times
that I’ve been in meetings where I experience the same thing on a professional level.
You’ll literally look at the way people are sitting around the table, and you’ll have all of
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the men, predominantly White men, sitting on one side of the table, and then everyone
else on the other side of the table.
And then you think about whose voices kind of dominate the conversation, even
the questions that the person leading the meeting will ask are almost intended for those
people to have more of a space to speak in all of those things. I’ve been in meetings
where people have tried to talk over me or tried to pretend like I wasn’t there. I think a lot
of things as simple as walking into a room and saying good morning, because we have an
open office concept, and people not saying good morning back. And sometimes it’s hard
to figure out if that’s because I’m a woman, or it’s because I’m a Black woman. Who
knows? It could be all of the things, but I’m much more aware of the fact that at the end
of the day, they see me as both, but the fact that I work at an institution predominantly
dominated by the male voices and male positions, my role as a woman, I’m a little bit
more aware of that than I was at my previous institution.
While the demographics of higher education nationally have shifted over the past decade
with an increase in female enrollment, Loren and her women collegians still find themselves
outnumbered at her primarily STEM-based institution. Loren is also in the Department of
Campus Reaction, which has historically been dominated by males in general and White men in
particular. In her account, she recalled examples of colleagues failing to acknowledge her
presence, whether by failing to reciprocate a simple good morning pleasantry or disregarding her
voice in a leadership team meeting. Loren also recounted receiving off-putting treatment by a
White female colleague who stated: “she very much negotiates spaces like a White male.”
Roxanne noted that her age, body type, and “hometown demeanor” are other salient
identities that impact her role as a mid-level administrator. In the context of her department’s
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demographics, Roxanne stated that she is still considered relatively young and this often
becomes an issue when making decisions or facing confrontations. “Sometimes colleagues or
other administrators on campus don’t think I have enough experience to speak on whatever we’re
talking about, and then I essentially and sometimes literally get silenced.”
Roxanne spoke about her experience as a plus-sized woman in leadership advocating for
herself and others who may be subjected to sizeism. In our interview, she stated, “there are
things that I have to think about that my counterparts don’t have to think about.” She mentioned
the example of ordering staff apparel for the department:
Ensuring everyone is provided with university apparel in which they are comfortable and
proud to execute their role in should be a given. And unfortunately, it’s not always the
case when skinny folks pick out uniforms for an entire department. In previous years
there was no regard or perspective for varying body types. So given my role and being
able to make procurement and purchasing decisions, I took into account selecting options
that all staff would feel comfortable and confident in.
Any social identity can and will shape one’s lived experience. Depending on the
individual situation, one identity may be more salient and even heightened at the intersection.
Semaj, Loren, and Roxanne all highlighted the additional strain they experienced in their midlevel roles as a result of their race, gender, and other identities. These experiences illustrate the
impact of Essed’s (1991) term, gendered racism. Essed used this term to describe the unique
challenges Black women face that “narrowly intertwine and combine under certain conditions
into one hybrid phenomenon” (p. 31) as a result of racism and sexism. This definition
emphasizes the difficulty of differentiating which aspect of one’s identity is causing the strain.
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As Essed suggests, it can be impossible for an individual to determine whether discrimination—
and in this study, the inflicted role strain—is due to their race or gender.
Self-Preservation: Survival by Any Means Necessary
One common theme that emerged among the Black mid-level student affairs
administrators was the act of and awareness of self-preservation. The participants identified a
continuum of self-preservation strategies ranging from coping through meditation and prayer to
removing themselves completely from situations and environments that were not conducive to
their survival as they negotiated the strain between their professional roles and racial identities.
Aaron set up a daily reminder for himself on his screensaver. He explained, “In my role,
I’m often pulled in to help assess and extinguish a problem. So my job then becomes that. I want
to get out of the fireplace, so my screensaver is a quote that says, ‘Don’t let the fire consume
you.’” This simple phrase serves as a motivating mantra that reminds Aaron to protect his peace
and energy from things that are beyond his control.
When faced with stressors in the moment at work, if possible Julius will step outside and
go for a walk. The walk allows him to “take a couple minutes, take a deep breath, and refocus,
reprioritize, go back to the office . . . it helps me to focus on what I need to get done.” As a
former college athlete, Julius also utilizes physical activity, such as running or frequenting the
batting cages, as a source of coping and stress relief.
To manage the stress of her racially inflicted role strain, Semaj draws on two coping
strategies: working out and faith. She elaborated on how both are integral to her well-being:
I go work out. I lift heavy weights. And I’m a huge believer. My faith is what gets me
through every day. I pray often. I have a circle of friends that are faith-based people, that
can remind me that killing someone is frowned upon. So yeah, I do rely on my faith a lot,
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and particularly when I’m in stressful situations. I find myself listening to podcasts,
singing songs, listening to sermons that I’ve listened to in the past.
Like Julius, Semaj uses physical activity to convert negative stress and strain into the positive
and healing act of building both her physical and emotional strength. Her faith is also vital to her
ability to cope, and biblical teachings though sermons and podcasts serve as reminders of how
“prayer changes things.”
Kameron too relied on prayer and faith, but also identified the need to seek out therapy
with a mental health counselor as a result of the racialized role strain of his mid-level role.
Kamron shared the experience that led to his decision to seek counseling:
I had to start therapy because I felt so insecure. I felt so inadequate, I felt so disconnected
to purpose, I felt it was just such an exhausting emotional experience having to lobby and
to navigate and to manage other people’s emotions, particularly my boss’s. It was just a
tough, tough mental space to be in . . . I never thought I needed therapy. I thought, “Oh,
you know, I love the Lord, hear my cry!” Haha . . . and that was sufficient. Well, that
wasn’t the case, so I looked into therapy. I needed a place. I needed a third party who I
could just vomit everything I felt and it not be a judgment of the place.
Roxanne supports Kameron’s perspective when she jokingly references a popular meme on
social media that pictures a church billboard announcing, “It’s OK to Have Jesus and a Therapist
Too.” Kameron recognized the need to utilize and balance two different methods to heal his
heart, mind, and spirit from the strains and stressors of his mid-level role.
Roxanne’s coping techniques include taking melatonin, an over-the-counter sleep aid
supplement; trying various meditation techniques, such as squeezing her hands and moving her
toes; working out; and listening to podcasts. All of these approaches represent attempts to slow
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her racing thoughts and distract her from the stresses of her role. While Roxanne does not
participate in organized religious practices or services, she does incorporate prayer and listening
to gospel music as forms of meditation and coping. This choice not to engage in organized
religious services or practices at a church was not unique to Roxanne. Other participants also
described themselves as having a spiritual rather than religious identity.
Roxanne sees a therapist semi-regularly and utilizes a close group of friends and family
to process with:
I have a bunch of friends who I was coordinators with who also are assistant directors or
directors in housing in some form or fashion. All of them are women but one of those
women is Black as well. But those are people who I usually run to. Like I just need
somebody to just hear this bullshit, really quick, and then tell me, Am I okay? So I do
that often but then I also have my family and my close friends . . . and they can also kind
of help me process through feelings.
Religious wise, I love God, but I cuss a lot. So I’m not really a fan of organized
religion, but I do have a great relationship with the Lord. And so sometimes it is me
listening to gospel music just to balance myself out or just praying and my conversations
in praying are conversations. It’s not like some Baptist or COGIC prayer, it’s like “Lord,
I need you. I need you right now. You know my heart. Help me.” But sometimes I do that
because I do believe that higher power helps kind of balance me out. So sometimes I
need to call on Him real quick, and then we good . . .
I have a therapist that I go and see semi-regularly. Not regularly. More so because
I have to take the time and sometimes when I have to take the time, I know that means
I’m gonna have to confront some stuff that I don’t necessarily want to deal with. But
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that’s the other kind of mechanism of coping that I use the most frequently. I think just
generally though, also, just music. I will fall into some music and kind of like have that
help me deal with my feelings and help me deal with a lot of things that I’m feeling. I’m
very sure and very certain that Frank Ocean has singlehandedly helped me deal with a lot
of levels of my anxiety. So yeah, there’s a couple different other artists that I listen to that
help kind of balance me out. But those are the other things that I use.
Roxanne’s arsenal of coping included utilizing various forms of social support and listening to
music. Roxanne often calls on the support of other women in the field to serve as sounding
boards as she processes and navigates her environment. She uses these colleagues as a “pulse
check” to gauge whether her reaction is on par, or whether she may need to reconsider her
viewpoint.
Taking a Step Away: Annual Leave Sick Time
Juliet Schor, a leading scholar in consumption, time use, and environmental sustainability
and author of The Overworked American: The Unexpected Decline of Leisure (1992), made the
controversial claim that “Americans are literally working themselves to death” (p. 11). Schor’s
research found that stress-related diseases had increased dramatically and workers’ compensation
claims relating to stress tripled during the first half of the 1980s. Schor’s assertion, though nearly
three decades old, is eerily familiar to the notion of John Henryism and the fable of the steeldriving man who died of overwhelming mental and physical fatigue.
A groundbreaking study on annual vacation, stress, and burnout found that employees
who regularly took vacation days experienced lower rates of burnout than their counterparts who
did not (Etzion, 2003). As part of the interview protocol, participants were asked about their
institution’s leave policies and whether they regularly took annual leave or utilized sick leave
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when needed. All eight participants were classified as salaried employees at their respective
institutions and qualified for paid sick leave. However, quite a few participants acknowledged
that they used very little, if any, sick leave.
A majority of the participants indicated they would have to be physically sick and
contagious to use their sick time because they feared falling behind in their work and having
even more to do when they returned, or because they believed they could push through their
illness. When asked about mental health days, most indicated they had never taken a day off
solely to tend to their psychological or emotional health. A “mental health day” refers to an
employee’s use of a sick day as a result of stress and burnout rather than for an illness like the flu
or a cold.
Brent admits to not using his sick days when needed; however, he also indicated that he
is trying to get better about listening to his body and giving it proper rest and recovery. He was
diagnosed with colitis, a chronic digestive disease, in the early 2000s, and reported that for the
most of the time he has lived with the disease he has been able to monitor his condition. “When
I’m able to chill and eat right and keep my life together, I’m usually fine, but I’ve had definitely
more flares in this current role.” As a result of this increase in flare-ups, presumably resulting
from the strain of his current role, Brent stated, “We’ve earned them. They’re not coming back to
us and I can’t let this place kill me. If I go tomorrow, they’re going to have this little party and
post the job in a month.”
Brent’s account highlighted two very important items: the importance of listening to your
body and the recognition that every employee is expendable and replaceable. Brent’s colitis
flares up when his body becomes stressed. Therefore, a constant state of racialized role strain is
harmful to his overall well-being. Brent also articulates that he is a “cog in the wheel,”
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portraying his role as a minor but necessary element of a larger, complex organization. If and
when he is unable to serve in the role, he will be replaced and the unit will return to its normal
operating capacity.
In contrast to Brent, Aaron is a proponent of using his annual and sick leave to spend
time away from the office.
When I need to take that mental break, I take the mental break. If I’m like, “You know,
it’s a mental health day, I need to go home. I need to go to Mexico. I’m buying a plane
ticket right now and I’m going.” I do those things because I have to, because I know I
give so much of myself right now. That’s the only way I can continue to be my best self
for myself and for others
Aaron uses his annual and sick leave as an act of self-preservation when he feels himself
becoming overburdened and in need of a reprieve to refuel his energy. Loren also expressed
being conscious of her annual leave and taking at least a day or two a month to “have a self-care
staycation at my house, and that’s to drive up the road to visit friends over in another city or to
go to the beach over on the east coast.” As a wellness professional, Loren is aware of the impact
stress and strain can have on workplace productivity. Loren indicated that at her previous
institution she utilized more sick days and mental health days, that were allowed, due to her midlevel role at work and the environmental and personal stressors she faced:
I was in a state of depression, and so I was sick. If you looked at me wrong, I got sick . . .
so many things at work and outside of work that were impacting my mental ability to
show up and be present. And so you think about research that shows that depression and
stress and all of those things have an impact on productivity and absenteeism and all of
those things, and so I think that accounted for a lot of how many sick days I took there.
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As a result of this awareness and the deployment of her wellness/coping strategies, Loren
intentionally takes more annual leave days, spread throughout the month, to prevent the burnout
that results in excessive sick and mental health days. This insight into oneself is an act of selfpreservation, especially in light of the increased challenges she faces at her present job in
comparison to her previous role.
As a director, Julius spoke from a variety of perspectives, discussing sick time and annual
leave with regard to himself and to the culture he promotes in his department. Julius
acknowledges that he does not hesitate to take a sick day when needed, in order to take care of
himself and not risk getting worse, and possibly impact the mental or physical health of his staff.
Julius also spoke of the need to “push through and toughen up to get through your own stuff, and
put your own feelings on hold” when you need to manage the responded for others.
Julius recalled a time when he and his wife were a few hours away from campus at an
athletic event. Julius was on annual leave and another administrator on campus was on call, and
he indicated that the time off was prompted by a difficult few weeks of dealing with campus
climate concerns and recommendations. However, in the middle of the event, Julius was notified
of a student death. Though things were already in motion on campus Julius and his wife left the
game, checked out of their hotel, and got on the road back towards campus.
When I got there, there was nothing I could do. Nothing at all. At the same time, while I
was not on duty in that situation, there is an expectation that I am still responsive and
forward thinking to the issues and concerns that happen on campus. With that, I feel like
I’m always on duty. That’s more intrinsic, because the buck stops with me. I do also
think because of my race, that matters, because I cannot make a bad representation of
Black people. I can’t. I am one of two Black administrators on this campus. If I respond
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in a manner that isn’t favorable or expected it becomes the narrative for all Black
administrators, and the future of Black administrators who may work here. Yes, that is
messed up, and it is the reality of this institution, and that of my peers elsewhere. You
have to keep that in mind, and it is exhausting, but it comes with the territory.
The notion of “calling in Black” emerged in some participant interviews; however, no
one specifically said they had called in Black, which refers to taking a mental health day
following a major news event. Brent shared some examples of the dissonance he faces in these
situations:
There’ve been several instances of Black men, specifically young Black men and women
who have died at the hands of our police in our country. . . . I think the hardest part was
not that I had to experience it at home, process with family, friends, our own social
support circles and then come to work and have to deal with doing the same.
After the 2016 election Brent recalls having to muster up the courage to go into work the
next day to provide support and encouragement for his students and staff. “Here I am processing
my own stuff coming into work the day after with this weight on my shoulder and then having to
pull it together and be supportive for graduate and undergraduate students who I knew or were
going to be looking to me for, if nothing else, somewhere to land.”
Taking annual leave and utilizing sick time when needed was a useful and necessary
strategy for some of the participants. As Etzion found in her 2003 study, taking vacation time can
positively affect stress and burnout, further validating the use of time off as a coping strategy to
combat the effects of racialized role strain.
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Departure
The notion of leaving and starting anew was a theme that emerged from five of the eight
participant narratives. The participants highlighted in particular the events, environments, or
environmental actors that led to their decision to depart. The participants’ tolerance level for the
racialized role strain they faced marked a threshold that triggered a departure from their role,
organization, or the field of higher education altogether.
This research study sheds light on the participants’ experiences of negotiating the
racialized role strain created by the demands of their professional and racial identities, with the
self always at the crux. All the participants sought to preserve themselves from what William
Smith refers to as “racial battle fatigue” (2004), or the cumulative result of a natural stress
response to distressing race-related psychological and emotional conditions. These conditions
involve constantly facing dismissive, demeaning, insensitive, and/or hostile racial environments
and individuals. Race-related stress was a unanimous theme among the participants, most of
whom recognized that there was a threshold for what they were willing to tolerate and endure,
and the resulting consequences to themes and for their students.
Semaj identified a number of consequences of racialized role strain:
First, I think that there’s a consequence of us opting out, and thus not being in roles
where we can influence others to come along behind us in these roles. And that has an
effect on Black students in higher education. I think there’s a consequence to the
university and the institution, because I think that our mere presence in an organization
forces an organization to look at how they’re serving cultural diversity. Even if they don’t
believe it is important, if forces the conversation. If we’re not there, then it doesn’t force
the conversation. And so, to an institution, that’s a big problem. If you’re not having
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conversations about cultural sensitivity, cultural diversity, support of Black mid-level
managers, those things are also problematic for the funding and research agendas of an
institution as well.
For Semaj, the presence of Black mid-level administrators is important because it forces
organizations to focus on how they serve a diverse population. As other participants have
echoed, if they are not present, the topic does not make the agenda for the institution’s decision
makers.
During the interview process Kameron and Brent both made the decision to leave not
only their institution, but also the profession of student affairs and the field of higher education
entirely. Kameron recounted the process that led to his decision to depart:
At an institution where there are 50.7% students of Color, a master’s degree-bearing
Black man with five, going on six years’ experience felt like it was easier to leave than to
stay. That was the impact of the environment. That’s how toxic that school was, that now
those Black students don’t have that connection. Again, I don’t think of myself as holier
than thou, better than thou, smarter than thou, et cetera. But I remember seeing the
Director of Multicultural Affairs as a graduate student and thinking, “Damn, if that Black
man can make it, maybe I can.” Now what do they have? What do they have?
For Kameron, his environment became so toxic that he could not bear to stay any longer.
Even though he “loved” the student population he served and the work he was doing for diversity
and inclusion on his campus, the toxicity of his department, leadership, and supervisor became
too much for his mental and physical health. Kameron believed the consequences of Black midlevel departure are great, in particular for Black students. He explained:
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At my going away party a student said, “I don’t have a father, but I see you a lot like a
father figure.” I’m not a crier, but if my tear ducts worked, I would’ve bawled in that
moment. What it said to me, one, I felt honored that I would even be considered in such a
valuable way by a student. What it said to me was I made a difference. I was seen, I was
heard, everything that I tried to do made a difference, and that difference sparked
something in him that will eventually spark something in someone else.
That’s what I want my life to be. I want it to be a chain reaction of light and
motivation. Because I couldn’t make that school work, that has been stolen from me, and
that’s been hard because those Black students deserve a Black male like me. Those Black
men at that institution deserve to see a Black man trying to be whole, happy, and healthy.
Unfortunately, it’s so far and few between. Those Black women need to be affirmed by
Black men, not in a sexist way but to know that they as Black women are equal and seen
as validated.
Yes, I do my best to stay connected, and yes, I do my best to stay, to reach out
and say, “Hey, I’m looking out for you.” It’s not the same as seeing it every day. It’s not
the same as knowing I can show up to X, Y, Z location and know that person is there. It’s
not the same. That’s what is painful for me, is that I chose to run for my own mental
health, and that I have left behind young, powerful, inspirational Black leaders, kings,
queens, artists, thought leaders, philosophers, politicians, in the wake. Fending for
themselves.
Kameron’s decision to exit his position and student affairs was extremely difficult for
him. This decision required planning, thought, and counsel from family, friends, mentors from
the field, and his therapist. He left his role that was causing so much anguish as a result of the
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racialized role strain. In this decision he chose himself; however, Kameron believes the impact
on students and his passion for multicultural affairs in higher education was stolen from him and
from his students. In his reflection, he expressed guilt for removing himself from a toxic work
environment and leaving his students to fend for themselves.
Loren left her role at ABC State during the study. Loren recounted her thoughts about
leaving:
Because I’d recognized so early on that the environment in my department at ABC State
was not one that felt supportive of my identity as a Black woman, it was more a matter of
“when” instead of “if.” I remember when the position I am currently in became available
the first time, I chose not to apply because I had only been at State for a short while. I
was worried about how it would look if I left that soon, as was still unsure that my gut
feeling about the environment might be wrong. However, by the time the position posted
again (due to a failed search the first time), more time had passed and more instances had
occurred of me coming to terms with the fact that State was just not the place for me.
And I realized it was about more than just my identities—that seemed to be only
the tip of the iceberg. At our respective cores, my values and my department’s values
were grossly at odds. I’d already survived this kind of environment at my former
institution, and I was not going to do that to myself again. It’s like finally finding the
strength to leave a toxic relationship and really taking the time to make a promise to
yourself to never repeat the same mistake of staying in that kind of situation ever again.
Once I’d made that realization, all of the fear about how little time I’d been at State and
what people would think, etc. . . . it all became a moot point; my happiness, my ability to
thrive at work, and the fact that I deserve those things all took precedence.
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Loren chose to leave because her values and those of the department were not aligned.
Though Loren had been in the role for less than a year, she was extremely observant of the
cultural signs that were reminiscent of prior negative work environments. While she thought she
knew how to navigate them, she had promised herself previously not to settle for organizations
that were bad for her health.
Loren’s prioritization of her health outweighed the potential stigma of leaving her
position within the first year. Loren recalled a scenario from her last week at State with her
former executive director:
The Wednesday before my last day at State, we had our bi-weekly leadership team
meeting. While this wouldn’t be the first time I’d seen the executive director since I
decided to accept the new job, it would be the first time he acknowledged my departure.
He’d had multiple conversations with my director about it, navigated negotiations (weak
ones) to get me to stay through her, and even went ahead and posted the job description
to find my replacement; but he had never responded to my resignation email, my email to
the team, sent me a text, called me, or even acknowledged me when we passed each other
in the play zone or hallways.
Instead, he started off that meeting by saying that he was sure everyone had heard
about my departure by now (duh! I sent out an email to the team days prior) and that he
wanted to thank me for my time and wished me well. He then went on to talk about he
had just come from a weekend conference in which a speaker talked about differences in
generations in the workplace, and how while previous generations sought loyalty and
time put into a company, millennials now chase money—and pointed directly at me when
he said it.
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It was at that moment that I knew I’d made the right decision and that it was long
overdue. That executive director would never understand the real issues that prompted
my departure if they smacked him in his smug, pompous face; and that it was no use in
correcting him or justifying my “why” to someone so ignorant and insignificant in the
grand scheme of my life. So yes, I would make my same decision a million times over—
just without any hesitation this time.
This was Loren’s last encounter with the executive director of her former unit and with
that leadership team. Overall, Loren enjoyed her job and her direct supervisor. However, the
culture was extremely volatile for a Black woman in a mid-level role. As a result, Loren chose
her happiness and health and removed herself. At no point was it about money. Her decision to
leave was about her values being inconsistent with those of the department and about never
feeling genuinely welcome on the team due to her race and gender. Her executive director’s final
and public comments were not only grossly inappropriate and uncalled for; to her, they sent a
loud and resounding message that this was not an environment in which persons of Color could
succeed.
Summary
The narratives shared by the eight Black mid-level student affairs administrators illustrate
their experiences, how they navigated the racialized role strain that characterized their roles as
mid-level managers, and how they coped with the strain. In revealing their racialized experiences
and resulting coping methods, perceived and actual consequences were illuminated as well. In
Chapter Five, I summarize the major findings of this study, compare my findings to the extant
literature, suggest implications for policy and practice, and offer recommendations for further
research.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
DISCUSSION, IMPLICATIONS, AND CONCLUSION

This research study explored the experiences of Black mid-level student affairs
administrators at predominantly White institutions. Specifically, I sought to illuminate the
racialized role strain experienced by eight Black mid-level student affairs administrators. The
research questions guiding the study were:
1. How do Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience and negotiate the
racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities?
2. What are the unique stressors Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience
in their role?
3. What coping strategies do Black mid-level student affairs administrators enact when
dealing with the racialized role strain?
4. What are the perceived consequences of racialized role strain for Black mid-level
student affairs administrators?
In this chapter, I discuss how participants negotiated the strain that results from the dissonance
between their professional role and their racial identity. This strain is exacerbated both by the
tensions of the mid-level role and by the anti-Black sentiments that permeate the current
sociopolitical climate and the campus climates of higher education.
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Summary of Key Findings
Racially traumatic events, such as violence toward Blacks and police violence, affect
individuals both in and outside the workplace (McCluney et al., 2017). The widespread racial
trauma experienced by Black Americans as a result of police killings of unarmed Black citizens
is a psychological phenomenon some experts have compared to post-traumatic stress disorder
(Turner, 2016). Racial trauma is defined as experiencing psychological symptoms such as
anxiety, hypervigilance to threats, or lack of hopefulness for one’s own future as a result of
repeated exposure to racism or discrimination (Turner, 2016).
Despite these consistent yet unpredictable occurrences, Black employees may feel
pressure to maintain a professional demeanor and carry out their regular work routines (Roberts,
2005) when these topics arise at the proverbial “watercooler” in the workplace. Black
administrators often not only perform their regular work routines, but are also expected to attend
to students and communities impacted by the racially traumatic events, a classic example of
cultural taxation (Joseph & Hirshfield, 2011). Adding to the level of racial strain, individuals
from marginalized backgrounds often “describe their work climate as hostile, invalidating, and
insulting because of microaggressions that assail their race, gender, or sexual orientation
identities” (Sue, 2010, p. 213).
In addition to these realities of being a Black administrator, mid-level positions are
complex roles that are essential to the success of the student affairs mission on a college campus
(Mills, 2009). Mid-level college and university administrators serve the “formidable role of
bridging the gap between university policymakers and frontline staff” (Mather et al., 2009, p.
244). This bridge is not the only way in which mid-level administrators serve the institution; they
also have important “supervisory, budgetary, and leadership responsibilities” (Mather et al.,
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2009, p. 245). Yet despite their key contributions, Mather et al. (2009) assert that there is a lack
of support mechanisms for administrators in mid-level student affairs roles.
The placement and organizational position of mid-level administrators provide them with
“unique access to both the decision-making processes and the on-the-ground realities” that exist
within campus environments (Mather et al., 2009, p. 248). In essence, mid-level student affairs
administrators lead from the middle, which may encompass promoting their organization’s
vision. This vision is developed from another individual’s agenda (e.g., university president, vice
president, etc.), and mid-level professionals are tasked with “leading and influencing others
beyond the formal scope of their position” (Mather et al., 2009, p. 249). For this reason, Mather
et al. (2009) suggest that leadership skills are the most critical competencies for successful midlevel student affairs administrators.
Given the importance of leadership skills for mid-level student affairs administrators, it is
vital to understand how racialized role strain may impact this population’s leadership practices.
Race and ethnicity may further complicate these practices, as individuals traverse the sometimesunclear professional role of middle management as a person of Color (Masse et al., 2007). Little
previous literature has examined the lived experiences of mid-level student affairs administrators
of Color, in particular the unique stressors that arise as a result of dissonance between one’s
racial identity and occupational identity or the strategies mid-level student affairs administrators
enact in response to being situated in the middle.
The experiences of the eight participants in this study speak to the nuances of what it
means to occupy a mid-level role as a person of Color, and specifically as a Black-identified
person at a predominantly White institution in the U.S. All eight participants experienced a
degree of strain that is germane to mid-level student affairs positions regardless of one’s racial
115

identity. However, the participants’ experiences were further complicated during certain
situations as a result of unique stressors they felt at the intersections of their racial identity and
their professional role. Their environments, peers, supervisors, students, and the overarching
sociopolitical climate in the U.S. resulted in intentional and unintentional consequences for the
participants. Additionally, all participants identified particular methods of coping with this
racialized strain, including religious- or spiritually-based coping, drawing on social support, and
utilizing annual leave. While participants sought to relieve workplace stressors, however, a
variety of barriers emerged that undermined these attempts.
One of the final major themes of this study illustrates the timeliness and importance of
this research. Some Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience insurmountable
levels of strain in their roles, to the point where their only recourse is to leave their departments,
institutions, or the field itself. This is significant and problematic for the individual, their
students and supervisees, their department and institution, and the field of student affairs and
higher education.
The students and supervisees of these Black mid-level administrators suffer when they
are left to fend for themselves and are denied mentorship opportunities. The department,
institution, and field suffer when Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience
racialized role strain and/or depart, not only because there are fewer people to do the work, but
also because these individuals’ specific narratives are lost, and they are no longer available to
support the students and entry-level staff of Color who would benefit from their mentorship and
guidance. When they depart, they are no longer present to respond to bias-motivated incidents or
to help craft policies or practices to improve the campus climate. Finally, when Black mid-level

116

student affairs administrators leave it creates a gap in the pipeline for producing a more diverse
cohort of leaders in departments, institutions, and the field.

Mid-Level Position through a Critical Racial Analysis
A critical racial analysis and role theory aided in synthesizing the data in this study. More
specifically, this investigation focused on the convergence of racial battle fatigue and
microaggressions with role strain, resulting in racialized role strain for the black mid-level
student affairs administrators. In Figure 2, the fulcrum of the seesaw highlights the primary
research question that asks how Black mid-level student affairs administrators experience and
negotiate the racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities. The participants
provided examples of how they balanced their racial identity as a Black person with their
professional role as a mid-level administrator on a predominantly White campus.
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Figure 2. A Black mid-level manager on an imbalanced seesaw with weights on either side
representing stressors on racial and professional identity. The intersection of the two sides
results in racialized role strain.

All participants spoke about the complexity of their mid-level roles, a finding that is
supported by extant literature. The participants occupied a unique and challenging role within
their organizations, serving between entry-level professionals and senior student affairs officers
(Mills, 2009; Roper, 2007; Rosser, 2004; Yong, 2007). However, their racial identities and, more
specifically, anti-Black racism further complicated these already multifaceted positions. This
disregard for the participants’ racial identity as they navigated their mid-level roles in a
predominantly White environment reflects a persistent and long-standing cultural disregard for
the Black body in America (Dumas, 2016; Dumas & Ross, 2016).
Supporting the dichotomy of Black and White and the divisiveness between the two is the
notion that Blackness signifies “other,” rendering Black individuals not only “other than White,
but other than human” (Dumas, 2016; Wynter, 1979). Charles Mills (1997) argues that race is the
foundation upon which Western society’s sociopolitical climate is built, privileging Whites at the
expense of people of Color. Although White supremacy impacts all persons of Color, Robin
DiAngelo suggest that anti-Black sentiment is integral to White identity and therefore Black
people represent the “ultimate racial other.” As a result of the complexities of navigating the
mid-level role and the need to constantly ward off anti-Black sentiment in their environments,
the participants unequivocally experienced the “difficulty in fulfilling role obligations” that
Goode (1960), in his seminal work, described as role strain.
Racialized Role Strain
Stevenson’s (2012) study on African American faculty at public community colleges first
introduced the concept of racialized role strain using the lenses of critical race theory, racial
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battle fatigue (RBF), and role strain. Role strain incorporates three dimensions: role ambiguity,
role conflict, and role overload. Stevenson proposed that in addition to the typical stressors of
their faculty role, the challenges Black community college faculty members faced were
compounded as a result of their racial identity. Consistent with Stevenson’s findings, the
participants in this study all experienced additional strain beyond the typical stressors of their
mid-level role.
Also similar to Stevenson’s study, each participant in this study articulated unique
stressors they encountered as Black mid-level administrators that they perceived their White
counterparts did not face. These unique stressors included being the sole person of Color on their
team or in the department; the expectation that they would handle all bias-motivated incidents
and all other situations, events, and projects related to equity, diversity, and inclusion; and the
need to to educate White students and colleagues on their use of the N-word. Each incident, work
environment, or perpetrator that contributed to strain on the Black mid-level administrators
consciously or unconsciously reminded them of their “otherness” and the constant need to “teeter
back and forth” between their racial and professional identities and roles.
Addressing Institutional Racism
The permanence of racism is one of the basic tenets of CRT. Bell (1992) argues that
“racism is a permanent component of American life” (p.13). This tenet suggests that the
hierarchal structures that govern all political, economic, and social domains privilege Whiteness
and “other” people of Color in all areas, including education. In the current study, Tony’s
investigation into his department’s student staff disciplinary processes provides an example of
the permanence of racism. In the first few months of his role, Tony observed that a
disproportionate number of Black student staff were subject to progressive disciplinary action or
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termination in comparison to any other demographic. He investigated the occurrence of offenses
committed by student staff to ensure that all staff, regardless of race, were held accountable in
the same manner.
Three participants (Tony, Julius, and Aaron) identified as upper-mid-level administrators
with more direct authority over their departmental operations. Both Tony and Julius recalled
situations in which they needed to intervene in processes perpetrated by White students and staff
that were unjust towards students of Color. In these moments, Tony, Julius, and several other
participants articulated the notion of “picking one’s battles” and having to “weigh out” the stress,
energy, emotional labor, and potential consequences of addressing the issue versus leaving it
unaddressed. This choice was often described as an “easy decision” for the participants in that all
chose to tackle any situation of perceived institutional racism. However, the caveat was knowing
the racial climate and the department or unit’s aversion to conflict and discussing the facts with
appropriate stakeholders before, during, and after critical conversations occurred.
Navigating White Fragility
DiAngelo (2011) coined the term “White fragility” to illustrate White people’s response
to conversations about race. DiAngelo (2011) described White fragility as a state in which even a
minimum amount of racial stress is intolerable, triggering a range of defensive responses
including outward displays of emotions such as anger, fear, or guilt as well as behaviors such as
arguing, being silent, or leaving the stress-inducing situation (p. 54). In the current study all eight
participants experienced strain in response to dealing with White fragility. Whether it was a
student, supervisee, colleague, or supervisor, Black mid-level student affairs administrators had
to navigate the precarious situations in which they were placed. As a result, they consciously and
cautiously placated the White individual with whom they were engaged at that time.
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Semaj encountered her White male supervisor’s fragility when she asked for tangible
examples of how to appear more approachable, since several colleagues had gone to him behind
her back to complain that she was “angry and aggressive.” Not only did he lack the cultural
competence to correct the staff members who labeled a Black woman with these traits, but when
he approached Semaj about these concerns he indicated that in his career he, too, had been
perceived this way and that eventually her colleagues would also “warm up to her, and get over
it.” When Semaj requested clarification about these complaints and sought advice about how he
was able to combat these perceptions, he laughed and jokingly dismissed her concerns that were
not only rooted in racism, but sexism as well. In this example, the supervisor’s response supports
research findings that White people center and prioritize their own comfort and avoid
uncomfortable conversations, and in doing so perpetuate White dominance and privilege
(DiAngelo, 2011; Diggles, 2014; Leonardo, 2004; Thompson, 2003).
Although this interaction between Semaj and her supervisor occurred over a year earlier,
neither party ever brought the subject up again. This minimizing of her concerns and absence of
follow-through, indicating her supervisor’s lack of comfort with or understanding of the issue, is
consistent with Constantine and Sue’s (2007) findings. Specifically, they assert that “when
supervisors ignore racial issues, denigrate their importance . . . and actively deflect discussion
away from the topic, they not only invalidate the racial experiences of Black supervisees, but
they also unknowingly create an impasse in supervisory relationships” (Constantine & Sue,
2007, p. 148).
In Kameron’s recounting of his time in his mid-level role, he described parallels between
his experience and that of Hoke Colburn, played by Morgan Freeman in the 1989 movie Driving
Miss Daisy. He describes how in the film “a Black man had to emotionally parlay, lobby,
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navigate the insecurities, the fragility, the inadequacies of a White woman in order to be secure.”
Kameron referred to this treatment as the “the weaponization of White woman fragility.” For
Kameron, while his White female supervisor occupied spaces and communities of Color in her
personal and professional life, he and she are both aware that some faculty, staff, and students
question her level of competence in the role.
Kameron indicated that he always knew his role as his supervisor’s “number two, and
right hand.” However, Kameron fell victim to her dealings with public perceptions about her
fitness in the role and her insecurities around the concern. His supervisor’s inability to handle her
feelings of inadequacy manifest in another example of the “weaponization of her White female
fragility.” This act from his supervisor, whether intentional or unintentional, was immensely
harmful to Kameron and was ultimately one of his primary reasons for leaving his position and
the field.
DiAngelo (2018) criticizes White liberals the most, stating “White progressives cause the
most daily damage to people of Color” by failing to acknowledge their own participation in
racist and oppressive systems. In Semaj’s case, it can be argued that her supervisor also
subconsciously upheld sexist systems that further complicated her racialized role strain. With
regard to Kameron’s supervisor, who is White and the director of a multicultural program unit,
DiAngelo’s words are also instructive. He noted, “To the degree that White progressives think
we have arrived, we will put our energy into making sure that others see us as having arrived”
(2018). As extant literature supports, Kameron’s supervisor was so consumed with combating
perceptions of her inadequacies in the role that these inadequacies became projected on Kameron
in what he perceived as personal attacks.
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The participants provided countless examples of how it became their responsibility, in
essence, to teach White people how to think, behave, and respond to issues concerning
communities of Color and in particular issues that affect Blacks on campus. Specifically, they
felt compelled to educate White people who held significant power and who may not have been
equipped with the appropriate insight to understand Black experiences on campus.
DiAngelo (2012) investigated the reasons for White people’s fragile responses to
conversations around race. First, a majority of White people apply a good/bad binary to issues of
race and racism, believing that racism refers to acts committed by mean, bad people. Therefore,
as long as a White person is nice and treats other people nicely, they believe they cannot be
racist. DiAngelo (2012) also asserts that White people are taught to see themselves as individuals
instead of as part of a racial group. This individualism allows White people to define racism as
referring to isolated acts instead of being part of the structural fabric of society (Hines, 2016).
Individualism thereby convinces White people that they have not benefited over time
from the historical accumulation and dissemination of wealth and opportunities to generations of
White people and the systematic oppression of Black people and other communities of Color.
Utilizing the CRT framework, these beliefs reinforce the permanence of racism and Whiteness as
property that is wielded as an object or tool to oppress. This adds to the difficulties Black midlevel administrators face in their roles. Unless the White people with whom they interact have
done the necessary self-reflection to unpack their “invisible knapsack,” as Peggy McIntosh
describes in her exploration of White privilege, they will continue to uphold White supremacy
and remain unaware of the harm they are inflicting in terms of racialized role strain.
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Microaggressions
Pervasive microaggressions lead to a negative climate and feelings of isolation for people
of Color (Solórzano et al., 2000). The participants highlighted microaggressions that created
additional racial strain on top of their role strain. For example, Julius noted that he is often
mistaken for another Black director on his campus despite the fact that the two men are totally
different in terms of height, size, skin complexion, and hair style. However, at times their
colleagues and faculty on campus confuse one with the other and show no remorse.
Semaj shared her frustration that her name is still being mispronounced after three years
in her current role. While mistakes happen, usually once people are corrected they modify their
behavior. Mispronouncing someone’s name after they repeatedly correct you may be perceived
as culturally disrespectful, and such behaviors create an unpleasant and unwelcoming work
environment. The continuation of this behavior is inexcusable over time, as it makes the
individual feel unimportant by suggesting that their colleague cannot be bothered to remember
the correct pronunciation of their name.
Kohli and Solórzano (2012) utilized a CRT framework in a study exploring the racial
microaggressions and internalized racial microaggressions of Black, Latina/o, Asian American,
Pacific Islander, and mixed-race students in a K-12 setting in regard to their names. The authors
found that students whose names were mispronounced were subjected to racial undertones that
support a racial and cultural hierarchy of minority inferiority:
Although of different races, classes and contexts, these People of Color all experienced
racial microaggressions in their K-12 schooling related to their names. There are many
reasons why this happens so often to our children. Some teachers are culturally
insensitive, disrespectful or even lazy in their attempts to learn names outside of their
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comfort zone; however, these teachers are probably in the minority. The majority of
racial microaggressions in regard to names likely occurs because of unawareness to the
issue, or even a phonetic limitation in a teacher’s ability to say a particular sound. Even
so, the consequences of these subtle racial experiences are real and can have a lasting
impact on the wellbeing and self-perceptions of youth. For this reason, to prevent
internalized racism, teachers must own this issue regardless of the cause of a
mispronunciation and be transparent about their limitations. (Kohli & Solórzano, 2012, p.
458)
Though this example references K-12 students, the racialized impact on the participants remains
the same. Power is exerted over Semaj every time White leaders or colleagues mispronounce her
name, negatively impacting her well-being and self-perception and further reinforcing the
permanence of racism and the racial hierarchy.
Watching the Black Body
Loren noted two isolated incidents in which she experienced White colleagues “othering”
the Black professionals in the department. In both instances Loren and two other Black
colleagues were attending off-campus social events hosted by the director. When the three Black
colleagues were in a group, they were asked why they were not engaging with the rest of the
team, who were all White. When the three took a photo, someone asked if it was a Black person
photo only.
Loren and other participants noted this fascination or need for White peers to question the
movements of Black bodies in any space. Tatum (1997) explained that same-race peer networks
often gather in specific physical spaces within an educational setting to seek refuge from the
predominantly White spaces of the environment. Specifically, Tatum (1997) explained that not
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only are Black children encountering racism and reflecting on their identities, but their White
peers, even when they are not the perpetrators of racism, are also unprepared to respond in
supportive ways (Carter, 2007). As a result, Black students turn to one another for much-needed
support. This support comes in the form of racial clustering in physical areas within an
educational context. Much like the Black students in the cafeteria Tatum described, the
participants and their colleagues of Color sought refuge from the White-dominated spaces in
their work environments. The questioning of these communal relationships by White colleagues
was perceived as both a reminder of how few persons of Color were present in a given space and
an insinuation that the persons of Color are choosing to exclude themselves from the larger
group.
These reflections highlight how isolating and painful ongoing and pervasive
microaggressions can be. Participants also reported that the nature of microaggressions makes
them difficult to prove, leaving them to wonder if what they were experiencing was biased.
When encountering microaggressions in their work environment, all participants reported asking
themselves, “Is this real right now?”
These feelings are consistent with the findings of Sue et al. (2007), who suggested that
because microaggressions are often easy to explain away, and at times are committed by wellintentioned people, they have the propensity to leave the victim wondering what happened and
thinking the offense cannot be real. In sum, the need for participants to decipher the intent and
impact of the microaggressions inflicted upon them while balancing the unique and complex role
of the mid-level administrator creates an impossible situation at times. Two participants referred
to this situation as a balancing act, comparing it to juggling or balancing fine china. While the act
of balancing on a seesaw or juggling can be learned and even mastered, it is complicated and
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perhaps impossible for some. Balancing the navigation of one’s racial identity with the
professional expectations of a complex mid-level position can seem quite daunting. The fact that
the participants’ White counterparts, in comparison, only have to focus on the role itself further
illustrates the permanence of racism in their experience.
The Only One
In addition to experiencing microaggressions in their roles, the participants described the
impact of underrepresentation in their work environment. Roxanne and Julius both worked at
institutions in the rural Midwest, where there was little ethnic diversity. Roxanne was the only
person of Color in her department and student affairs unit, and Julius was one of two Black
administrators in leadership roles on his campus. As a result, they were expected to serve on
every committee related to student diversity, handle bias-related incidents, and provide
mentorship for culturally-based organizations. Similar experiences were mentioned by every
participant except Tony, who described his department and student affairs unit as having a “good
amount of Black folks and other POCs to share the work.”
Originally coined as a term to describe the unique burden placed on ethnic minority
faculty, cultural taxation (Padilla, 1994) has been expanded to encompass the added duties of
administrative professionals of Color in higher education as well. Just as minority faculty are
expected to be role models and mentors for minority students and serve on university and
departmental committees as the “minority” representative who “speaks for their people,” several
participants in this study felt pressured by similar expectations, which were not necessarily in
their job descriptions. While all the participants saw value in these added responsibilities, as they
offered ways to create a more equitable and just environment and enhance campus climate, that
did not negate the exhaustion and guilt they felt as a result. Institutional location and student
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demographics were significant indicators of the level of cultural taxation experienced. Roxanne
and Julius work in the rural Midwest where there is little racial and ethnic diversity, whereas
Tony’s institution is located in an urban Midwestern city with a higher population of students,
faculty, and staff of Color.
The literature on cultural taxation dates back to the early 1990s (Padilla, 1994). Much of
it shows that faculty of Color are overburdened and overcommitted with additional work-related
expectations, which can also cause differential rates of occupational stress when compared to
White colleagues (Ruffins, 1997; Segura, 2003; Smith & Witt, 1993). Cultural taxation has been
linked to poor recruitment and retention of faculty and staff of Color (Kelly et al., 2017), creating
a never-ending cycle of replacing “cogs in a wheel.”
While the participants’ experience with this phenomenon contributes to their racialized
role strain as Black mid-level administrators, it also exposes the need to recruit and retain more
Black administrators and faculty to serve in these additional capacities, as well as the need to
develop the cultural competency of White faculty and staff so they can share the burden of this
workload. Not only should they be capable of carrying out these additional responsibilities, but
they must also have the capacity to identify and advocate for the needs of underrepresented and
disenfranchised students. This argument does not seek to remove Black faculty and staff from
these spaces entirely. Instead, it advocates for a more evenly distributed workload in the process
of dismantling and repairing systems that negatively impact specific populations on campus.
Intersectionality
The three female participants reported experiencing bias and role strain as a result of their
gender identity as well as their race. At times, it was impossible for Loren, Roxanne, and Semaj
to separate their multiple identities and identify which experiences were specific to their race as
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opposed to their gender. This phenomenon, known as intersectionality, is rooted in Black
feminist and critical race theories. Kimberlé Crenshaw introduced the concept of intersectionality
in 1989 as a means of revealing how U.S. structures, in particular the legal system and discourses
of feminism and anti-racism, erase the existence of Black womanhood by presenting the
identities of race and gender as mutually exclusive (Harris & Patton, 2018).
The intersection of Roxanne, Semaj, and Loren’s racialized and gendered role strain in
their mid-level role is significant, as it reflects the dynamics of a nation combating an apparent
rise in anti-Black racism while still struggling with its problematic history of sexism. Therefore,
as they navigate their mid-level roles, they must be prepared for what may seem like an ambush
not only from dominant identity groups but also from Black men and White women, with whom
they share a subordinate identity.
All three women shared experiences in which they were subjugated in a crossfire of
identity politics. Specifically, they witnessed how men of Color and White women peers
navigating the same spaces yielded different results. Loren spoke about a White female peer who
“navigated spaces much like a White man.” Loren further explained how it appeared that the
White men in the department, including the executive director, allowed her to do so but only to a
certain extent.
The most obvious examples of this dynamic occurred in staff meetings, where Loren
indicated that her White female peers were able to “take up more space in the room” than she
was able to, but not more than their White male counterparts. Loren was vividly aware of the
“pecking order” that existed among their leadership team. Loren indicated that during the time
she was in the unit, her White female counterparts never made an effort to get to know her or
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collaborate with her, which was even more surprising since some of her White male colleagues
did.
Semaj reported a similar experience with a male colleague of Color who was AfroCaribbean. Semaj presented an idea in a team meeting that was not well received. However, 15
minutes later, her male colleague of Color presented the same proposal and it met with little
opposition. These examples illustrate the wielding of privilege that was used to exert power over
the Black female mid-level student affairs administrators. Instead of being supported by those
who share their race or gender, their counterparts took advantage of the double marginalization
of their Black female colleague at tables controlled by White men.
Coping
Religiously- or spiritually-based coping and relying on social networks were the two
most common strategies participants enacted to reduce their racialized role strain. Among those
who engaged in religiously-based coping, most of their involvement included prayers, reflection,
and listening to gospel music rather than formal, organized religious services. Two of those who
participated in organized religious services quite frequently also indicated that they saw a mental
health provider to deal with the strain felt in their role.
In Kameron’s reflection, he noted that although he never thought he would need therapy,
he realized that prayer alone would not solve all his issues. This insight is significant given some
of the preconceived notions of mental health concerns within the Black community. Faith and
spirituality are very intimate components, and relationship a people hold close them. According
to the participants, a balance of religiously- and spiritually-based coping and treatment from a
mental health clinician can offer a multipronged approach that renews a sense of wellness for
Black mid-level professionals in their navigation of racialized role strain.
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Another strategy for self-preservation the participants discussed was utilizing their annual
and sick leave. Tony and Aaron regularly took annual leave as a means of balancing their
workload and self-care. The remaining six participants indicated that they did not use as much of
their leave and only took time off from work when they were extremely ill. However, two of
these six indicated that towards the end of their employment in the organization they began to
use more annual leave, because they had essentially become fed up with some of their work
environments and the strain they had to endure. In a 2003 study, Etzion found that taking regular
vacation time positively affected workplace stress and reduced burnout. As indicated by some of
the participants, regularly utilizing time off can be a positive coping strategy for Black mid-level
administrators as they navigate racialized role strain.
The participants’ perspectives on time away varied. Aaron, who regularly took time
away, indicated that this helps with his overall productivity and focus when he is in the office.
Scheduling vacation time gives him something to look forward to every month and also provides
a mental and physical recharge both for himself and for those who report to him. Aaron indicated
that his time away is as much for his staff, students, and institution as it is for himself. Aaron
explained, “when I am well, I am a better version of myself for them.”
In contrast, some participants acknowledged that they tended to work themselves to
exhaustion. As a result, their bodies forced them to take a break, recalling the John Henryism
form of coping in which expending high levels of effort and energy and experiencing prolonged
exposure to stress results in cumulative physiological costs (James, 1983). Engaging in such
behavior threatens the Black mid-level professional’s health and well-being, as it causes
excessive mental and physical stress and strain that can do irreparable damage to the body.
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Departure
A significant finding in this research is departure, or the threshold Black mid-level
student affairs professionals identify as the proverbial “straw that broke the camel’s back.” This
idiom is telling as it describes a seemingly minor or routine action that causes an unpredictably
large and sudden reaction, a result of the cumulative effects of countless small actions. In total,
three participants left the mid-level role they initially occupied following their first interview for
the study. All three reached out to inform me of their decision and kept me informed since they
were engaged in the study. In communicating about their departure they all conveyed sentiments
related to professional burnout.
Burnout is a construct related to job stress. The literature on burnout defines it as a
condition characterized by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization that results from working
with people in social capacities, and decreased feelings of personal accomplishment in one’s role
(Freudenberger, 1974; Maslach, 2003; Pines & Maslach, 1978). Maslach (2003) further
described emotional exhaustion as a depletion of emotional resources, feelings of being drained,
and the inability to connect emotionally with others. Researchers suggest that burnout is caused
by prolonged exposure to stress-inducing circumstances (Cordes & Dougherty, 1993; Maslach,
2003; Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). Additionally, Volkwein and Zhou (2003) found in their
study of 1,200 higher education administrators from 120 public and private universities that
managers in student services reported the highest level of job stress and burnout as compared to
other managers.
Stress and burnout are germane to the role of the student affairs mid-level administrator
in general; however, the three study participants who departed had endured extra stress due to
racialized role strain. Their departure represented the culmination of what William Smith (2004)
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refers to as racial battle fatigue, or the cumulative result of a natural race-related stress response
to distressing mental and emotional conditions. These conditions included constantly facing
dismissive, demeaning, insensitive, and/or hostile racial environments and individuals in the
course of executing their mid-level role. This is troublesome for a variety of reasons and impacts
not only the individuals who depart, but also the department, the students and staff left behind,
the institution, and the profession as a whole.
For Kameron, his environment related to his supervisor in particular became so toxic that
he could not bear to stay any longer. Kameron blames his issues with his supervisor on what he
refers to as her “weaponization of White woman fragility.” He observes, “White people are
receptive to my presentation as long as it remains abstract. The moment I name some racially
problematic dynamic or action happening in the room in the moment . . . White fragility erupts”
(DiAngelo, 2018, p. 117).
Though Kameron’s supervisor, who serves as a director of multicultural affairs, could
arguably be viewed or self-identify as a White progressive, DiAngelo notes “that White
progressives cause the most daily damage to people of Color.” Kameron described his supervisor
as having to be on the defensive in response to other administrators and faculty who questioned
whether she was qualified to be a diversity educator and whether was she visionary enough to
move the institution forward. Kameron believed his role as the number two person behind his
director was to be the “Robin to her Batman.” He stated, “I had no problem being second fiddle;
I have no problem being the sidekick. I had no problem supporting the main character.”
However, as time went on the weaponization of White woman fragility was directed toward him,
leaving him burned out and making it unbearable for him to continue in his role.
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Loren and Brent both chose to leave due to the misalignment of their values with those of
the departmental leadership. While Loren had been in her role for less than a year, she identified
warning signs that were reminiscent of previous negative work environments. Although Loren
knew how to navigate them, she had promised herself never to remain in this type of situation
again. Loren’s prioritization of her health outweighed the potential stigma of leaving a position
within the first year and her fear of possibly being blacklisted in the field. Two other participants
hesitated to leave their roles out of fear of repercussions, including that their supervisors might
deny them a positive reference. Yet as Loren indicated, once she had reached her threshold and
learned how to navigate the strain once, she was not only determined to remove herself the
second time but also found it easier to do so.
Financial Consequences
Leaving one’s position voluntarily can be financially and emotionally taxing and requires
planning. Finances play a large role in the decision to stay or leave a work environment. In wrapup conversations with Kameron, Brent, and Loren, all reported that they left their roles for new
positions, and all stated that despite their mounting racialized role strain, they would not have
left had they not found a source of new employment.
However, the financial threshold for their next roles did vary. Kameron took a $10,000
pay cut in his next role. For him, the pay cut was worth his peace of mind. Kameron also stayed
in his role eight months longer than he expected until he found a new position. Loren received a
marginal increase in her salary. Due to Brent’s transition from the field of higher education to the
corporate sector, his salary increased tremendously. This is significant and worth further
exploration, given the trend of student affairs administrators leaving higher education to work in
the corporate sector, which appears to offer less emotionally fatiguing and stressful environments
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as well as higher salaries. Notably, none of the three participants who left their positions had
spouses, partners, or dependents. Additionally, research into the threshold for Black mid-level
staff departure could look drastically different given other considerations.
Representation Matters! Consequences for Students and Institutions
“Representation matters” is a widely used phrase in regard to education, film, positions of
power in the government, business and finance, and other areas and serves as a rebellion against
the default White, male, heterosexual, and Christian dominance in mainstream society (Obayan,
2019). Whereas a lack of representation reinforces the status quo and upholds the permanence of
racism and White supremacy, creating a diversity of identity in these arenas produces more
inclusive environments. The participants indicated that a Black mid-level presence is essential
because it forces institutions of higher education to focus on how they serve diverse populations.
In the absence of this population, the participants noted, the topics of diversity, equity, and
inclusion do not make the agenda for the decision-makers of an institution. This view is
supported by research that identifies these mid-level roles as essential to the success of the
student affairs mission on a college campus (Mills, 2009).
Compositional diversity, a component of campus racial climate, refers to the number and
proportion of various groups of people on a college campus (Milem et al., 2005). This visual
representation of diversity can come from students, staff, and faculty. Quaye, Griffin, and
Museus (2015) suggest that compositional diversity encompasses any effort to increase the
population of students, staff, and faculty from underrepresented races and ethnicities. With
regard to student attrition, a lack of compositional diversity hinders the retention of students of
Color when the proportion of faculty and staff of Color is low (Guiffrida, 2005).
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As students transition to college life, faculty of Color at PWIs can serve as mentors and
role models. In Guiffrida’s (2005) study, Black students identified faculty of Color as their most
prominent advocates, providing them with tutoring, financial aid, and scholarship opportunities
and serving as liaisons between the students and their families on academic and personal matters.
The study found that students of color did not experience the same level of support from White
faculty, but reported that White faculty were less likely to be empathetic to their plights. Given
these findings, both students and institutions suffer when Black mid-level leaders leave their
roles.
Given the sharp uptick in White radicalism since the campaign, election, and presidency
of Donald J. Trump, the issue of representation is even more significant when Black mid-level
professionals depart the field. During the 2016-17 academic year, the Anti-Defamation League
(2017) reported that students, faculty, and staff on 110 U.S. college campuses confronted 159
racial incidents and an unprecedented number of on-campus appearances by White supremacists,
who are engaged in unprecedented outreach efforts on American college campuses (AntiDefamation League, 2017). In February 2017, Milo Yiannopoulos, a British political
commentator who describes himself as a “cultural libertarian,” told news reporters, “I am
speaking on college campuses because education . . . is really what matters. It’s a crucible where
these bad ideas are formed. Bad ideas like . . . progressive social justice, feminists, Black Lives
Matter” (CNN, 2017).
Nathan Damigo, founder of the White supremacist group Identity Evropa, and Richard
Spencer, president of the National Policy Institute, a White supremacy think tank, have called
Yiannopoulos “an inspiration,” capitalizing on the sociopolitical climate and the Trump
presidential victory as their moment to take down the ivory tower and its democratic views. In a
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Tweet, Yiannopoulos stated, “we will not rest until Alt-Right ideas are represented on campuses
nationwide,” foreshadowing the magnitude of their efforts and the havoc such groups are willing
to cause to advance their ideologies.
On August 12, 2017, the Unite the Right rally brought a group of White men, identifying
as White supremacist and Nazi supporters, carrying torches and sporting neo-Nazi symbols to
Charlottesville, Virginia. Protestors gathered on the campus of the University of Virginia to
protest the removal of a Confederate General Robert E. Lee statue (Peters & Besley, 2017),
chanting, “White lives matter” and “Jews will not replace us.” Former Grand Wizard of the Ku
Klux Klan David Duke was among the protesters. Duke stated, “We’re going to fulfill the
promises of Donald Trump . . . to take our country back” (Peters & Besley, 2017). Heather D.
Heyer was killed when 20-year-old White supremacist James Alex Fields, Jr. drove his Dodge
Charger into a crowd of counter-protesters, two Virginia state police officers were killed when
their surveillance helicopter crashed, and 19 others were injured during this racial incident at
UVA. These episodes demonstrate that White supremacy is actively creating an unwelcoming
environment for minoritized communities on and beyond college campuses.
A 2016 ACE survey of 567 college and university presidents found that racial climate
was a top priority, and in particular that high-profile events related to #BlackLivesMatter,
immigration, and Islamophobia highlighted the need for increased campus-wide dialogue. The
same survey indicated that the majority of college presidents rely heavily on their student affairs
professionals to address racial climate issues. Such expectations often result in student affairs
professionals acting as first responders for campus developments, supporting the claim that midlevel college and university administrators serve the “formidable role of bridging the gap
between university policymakers and frontline staff” (Mather et al., 2009, p. 244). These
137

precarious situations, such as when Kameron had to sit in on a speech by Yiannopoulos,
demonstrate how Black mid-level professionals must often put aside their personal emotions and
responses to fulfill their job responsibilities, protecting the best interests of the university rather
than their own.
Voluntary departure from a role takes an incredible amount of self-agency and careful
planning. Loren, Kameron, and Brent were all passionate, thoughtful, and dedicated
administrators who reached a threshold in their work environments at which the racialized role
strain was so insurmountable that they chose to remove themselves from the stressors. When
they left, not only did they leave their role, but they also left students, staff, and critical work
around diversity, equity, and social justice that still needed to be done on their respective
campuses. Given the current sociopolitical climate of the U.S., such departures from institutions
and the field of student affairs as a result of racialized role strain will have ripple effects for years
to come.
Implications for Practice
From the constructs of critical race theory (CRT), it is important to note the truths of the
experiences of Black mid-level student affairs administrators at predominantly White institutions
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). While Black mid-level administrators are often viewed as experts
on the Black student experience on their campuses, their own racialized experience seems to be
negated. The eight counter stories of the participants in this study seek to center the voices of this
marginalized group and “invite the reader into an unfamiliar world” (Delgado & Stefancic, 2002,
p. 41).
The counter stories of the participants, along with the CRT analysis, provide insight into
the racialized role strain felt by Black mid-level administrators. Sources of racialized role strain
138

identified by the participants included expectations that they would serve as representatives of
their race, the need to advocate for Black students and other students of Color who were often
overlooked in decisions impacting the study body, and the impact of microaggressive slights and
indignities suffered at the hands of the White staff and faculty. Therefore, it would behoove
White administrators, particularly those in leadership positions, to act as allies in identifying and
removing stressors and barriers in the work environment that uphold White supremacy and the
permanence of racism. This could include, but is not limited to, acknowledging and
understanding their own Whiteness and the phenomenon of White fragility; advocating on behalf
of a diverse student population, attending in particular to the interests of students belonging to
racial and ethnic minority groups; and helping to create work environments that mitigate the
cultural taxation on Black mid-level administrators. Finally, White student affairs administrators
must engage other White administrators in “unlearning”; that is, learning that seeks to address
racist practices in predominantly White environments.
The participants in the study often dealt with their racialized role strain unbeknownst to
their supervisor, senior-level leadership, or the human resources department. Four of the eight
participants indicated that their direct supervisor or a member of the senior leadership team was
one of the primary source of their racialized role strain, and they felt they had no avenue through
which to document or report their experiences. As a recommendation, student affairs and human
resources leaders should create environments in which professionals feel comfortable discussing
a broad range of topics related to workplace racism, including racialized role strain, cultural
taxation, and racial battle fatigue.
Human resources departments and divisional leaders should also implement 360-degree
evaluations and annual anonymous surveys to gather feedback from various methods and
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viewpoints. Finally, divisional leaders and human resources administrators must pay attention to
hiring and attrition trends. If trends indicate that persons of Color are leaving a particular office
or division frequently, an investigation and action must be taken to correct the behavior and
repair any potential harm or damage.
Implications for Policy
As evidenced by the participants’ experiences, persons of Color still must navigate work
environments in which their White colleagues and managers are unaware of how to engage
effectively with diverse cultures and backgrounds. Consequently, I recommend that human
resources divisions require all faculty and staff to complete trainings centered on diversity,
equity, and inclusion to help improve campus racial climates. Whenever possible, these should
be face-to-face training opportunities. However, other modalities, such as online videos and
training modules, may also be used. A more culturally aware workforce could increase the
mutual understanding and respect between Black mid-level student affairs administrators and
their colleagues, supervisors, and direct reports; promote inclusion in the work environment; and
increase all staff members’ participation in diversity-related programs and responses, reducing
the cultural taxation of and burden on staff members of Color (Padilla, 1994).
Organizations that are more culturally competent incorporate more diverse perspectives,
strategies, and ideas into their decision-making processes, which can have ripple effects
throughout an employee’s experience. For example, culturally competent and skilled leaders
create systems, policies, and procedures for staff recruitment and selection, staff evaluations, and
other areas that work together to create a more inclusive environment for all staff. Lastly, having
a more culturally competent unit and institution can prevent an organization from receiving
negative media coverage. When staff depart from an institution on unfavorable terms, the
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resulting cloud of negativity surrounding staff experiences can potentially taint the reputation of
the institution, prevent future candidates from applying to the institution, and prevent research
collaborations from being established.
Most university offices of institutional research and planning, in collaboration with
diversity, equity, and inclusion units, should conduct campus climate surveys. Standard campus
climate surveys typically ask students to reflect on their experiences at the institution related to
diversity and inclusion. However as indicated by the experiences of the eight participants who
fell victim to racialized role strain while trying to create an inclusive campus racial climate. As a
result, I suggest that campuses also distribute campus climate surveys to faculty and staff. Not
only would this aid in creating a more inclusive environment for staff and faculty at the
institution, but it may also offer insight into the results from the student campus climate survey.
The alignment or misalignment between the responses of these surveys would provide insight
into further actions that may be needed to improve the overall campus climate.
Skilled and passionate employees are the asset that drives organizational success.
Therefore, a final recommendation is that institutions should explore the use of exit interviews as
a useful tool for identifying why employees stay, why they leave, and how the organization
needs to change to influence employee retention. Done properly, exit surveys can not only
convey the departing staff member’s experience within the organization but may also gauge how
the person is leaving and what message they are carrying forth about the brand and culture of the
institution. Kameron, Loren, and Brett all left for a similar and resounding reason. If captured
during their departure, their experiences could have illuminated patterns that need to be
investigated and corrected. It is important to note, however, that the exit interview itself is not
the solution; the resulting action and follow-up is the most critical part.
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Recommendations for Further Research
This study focused on Black mid-level student affairs administrators and their navigation
of racialized role strain at predominantly White institutions. Specifically, the study investigated
the unique stressors they faced, the coping mechanisms they employed, and the perceived
consequences that resulted. To support the advancement of all Black mid-level student affairs
administrators and Black administrators across higher education, I suggest the following studies
to expand on the knowledge of Black administrators in higher education and student affairs.
As a result of the responses of the three female participants in the study, I believe there is
more to be learned from the experiences of Black women who are mid-level administrators in
higher education. A study focusing on their pathways and experiences can highlight the unique
differences and intricacies of this population and illuminate the particular challenges they face.
More information can explicitly be gathered regarding the experiences of the Black
LGBTQ+ mid-level professionals in student affairs. In this study, four of the eight participants
identified as gay; however, all identified as cisgender. Two indicated that their cisgender
privilege in most spaces within the higher education environment allowed them to navigate
certain spaces more freely and not experience as much overt strain from their sexual orientation
as from their race.
One participant did note that while they were not as overtly conscious of their sexual
orientation as they were of their race within the PWI environment, the places in which they did
feel some strain were within other Black heteronormative environments in higher education and
student affairs. This seemed to be the case especially in the context of informal meetups of
professionals from campus and at conferences within the field. Therefore, I suggest further
inquiry into the experiences of Black transgender mid-level student affairs administrators and
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investigation into the experiences of Black LGBTQ+ administrators within the Black communal
spaces of higher education.
There are economic impacts of staff turnover, resulting in potential loss of productivity,
the cost of recruiting new personnel, and the possible loss of competitive advantages when highperforming employees leave an organization. Three of the eight participants in this study left
their roles as a result of the racialized role strain they experienced. At a minimum, the economic
impact of their departure was lost productivity and additional expenses, with other personnel
filling their roles temporarily and the cost of a search, which could include advertising the
position and bringing multiple candidates to campus for interviews. Further quantitative research
can gauge the number of Black mid-level student affairs administrators who have left the field
and measure the economic impact of these departures on departments and institutions. An
inquiry should also be made into the average amount of the out-of-court settlements universities
have paid to staff who have brought legal litigation against their former employers for any strain
and stress they faced in the performance of their role.
Lastly, more White educators and administrators must educate themselves on the topic of
race in higher education and engage in efforts to eradicate the systemic oppression that binds
communities of Color. In the course this study, I came across the dissertation of Victoria Farris
entitled, “I Wish They Would . . . ”: The Role White Student Affairs Professionals Can Play in
Disrupting Systemic Racism in the Supervision of People of Color in Higher Education. Using a
CRT framework, Ferris sought to understand the role of White supervisors in student affairs in
dismantling systemic racism and oppression of people of Color. Farris argued that White
educators and other professionals in the field must continue to unpack, talk about, and research
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Whiteness, their own White identity, and White identity concerning other racial and ethnic
minorities within the predominantly White institution.
Such research is not only timely but imperative given the rise in anti-Blackness and
White supremacy following the 2009-2017 presidency of Barak Obama and throughout the
campaign, election, and presidency of Donald Trump beginning in January 2017. Though many
prefer to believe that higher education is devoid of such attitudes and behaviors, anti-Blackness
persists in higher education despite its espoused values of diversity, equity, and inclusion
(Dancy, Edwards, & Davis, 2018). As a consequence, the time is long overdue for White
educators and administrators to take an active role in disrupting systemic racism.
Conclusion
The purpose of this study was to (1) illuminate the experiences of Black mid-level
student affairs administrators in negotiating the racialized role strain between their professional
and racial identities, (2) name the unique stressors these individuals encounter, (3) identify how
they cope with the racialized role strain, and (4) expose the perceived consequences they faced as
a result. In the study, the participants shared that their most significant stressor came from
navigating Whiteness and anti-Blackness in their work environments. This stressor was the result
of news events and media coverage that infiltrated the campus, impacting their peers,
supervisors, and staff. This stressor often presented itself in the form of microaggressions that
were mostly subtle, occasionally overt, and always insistent. The participants also discussed
experiences in which they endured racialized role strain from their same-race peers and staff.
Additionally, the female participants acknowledged stress resulting from intersecting
discrimination based on their race and gender.
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To navigate the racialized role strain felt in their role, the participants coped in manners
that were beneficial to their wellness, utilizing strategies such as engaging in physical activity,
religiously-based coping, mental health counseling, and peer networks. Some participants also
took annual and sick leave, providing a brief reprieve in which they took a step back from the
strain so they could return more refreshed. Finally, departure from one’s job, institution, and at
times the field itself was identified as an act of coping, self-care, and safety.
Leaving an environment that causes an immense amount of strain physically, mentally,
and emotionally can be taxing in itself, yet at times it is the only option for a reprieve for the
Black mid-level student affairs administrator. This notion of departure leads to consequences for
Black mid-level professionals and their departments, institutions, and the field of student affairs.
In choosing to leave an organization, individuals must be sure they are financially able to leave
and must be willing to risk being “Black-balled” in the field of student affairs.
When the institution and profession lose Black administrators, the pipeline into senior
leadership for this population dwindles, reducing the representation of faculty and staff of Color
that ultimately benefits students. The irony for institutions of higher education is that despite the
profession’s claims of valuing equity, diversity, inclusion, and social justice, the participants in
the study endured bias, racism, and pervasive microaggressions that made it difficult to remain in
the very roles where they were tasked with creating an inclusive campus climate for all students.
We are living in the most divisive time in modern-day America, where campus
communities are a microcosm of the socio-political tenor of the larger U.S. What happens
beyond the campus sends ripples and chills through the institution, leaving staff to deal with the
impact. In these divisive times, in which White supremacist thought and anti-Blackness are
insidious in the country and on campus, the very existence of Black mid-level student affairs
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administrators, who serve as the glue that holds the administrative arm of the organization
together, is threatened.
Black mid-level administrators experience a multitude of stressors that manifest in the
form of racialized role strain. Though their roles as mid-level administrators are themselves
complex, all of the participants experienced additional role strain as a result of their racial
identity, and specifically in response to anti-Black racism on their predominantly White
campuses. Derrick Bell’s (1995) notion of the permanence of racism requires one to adopt a
“realist view” of American society (p. 305). Racism will never be eradicated, but racialized
experiences can be improved, especially on college campuses and, more specifically for this
study, for Black mid-level administrators.
In her critique of higher education in Disrupting Postsecondary Prose: Toward a Critical
Race Theory of Higher Education, Lori D. Patton (2016) advanced this final proposition:
“Higher education serves as a space for transformative knowledge production that challenges
dominant discourses and ways of operating in and beyond the academy” (p. 995). Black midlevel student affairs administrators’ presence, well-being, and success are vital not only to
actualize this proposition but also to support students, staff, and institutions in disrupting racism,
White supremacy, and systemic oppression. Black mid-level administrators and other persons of
Color alone cannot solve this problem. A concerted effort from White administrators is required
to dismantle the systemic and hierarchical racist structures that strain Black mid-level
administrators.
Bell (1992) further illuminates this notion:
Black people are the magical faces at the bottom of society’s well. Even the poorest
Whites, those who must live their lives only a few levels above, gain their self-esteem by
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gazing down on us. Surely, they must know that their deliverance depends on letting
down their ropes. Only by working together is escape possible. Over time, many reach
out, but most simply watch, mesmerized into maintaining their unspoken commitment to
keeping us where we are, at whatever cost to them or to us. (Dedication page)
Bell’s reference offers the insight that this problem cannot be resolved solely through Black midlevel administrators at the bottom of the well trying to lift the buckets from the bottom. Instead,
this work requires contributions from White peers, supervisors, and institutions to ensure that
racialized role strain is not intentionally or unintentionally inflicted on Black mid-level
administrators.
This study fills an important gap in the research on Black mid-level student affairs
administrators. In doing so, the study illuminates the voices, stories, and experiences of these
multifaceted and talented administrators, who continue to bridge the gap between senior- and
entry-level staff within their institutions with the goal of creating a synergistic organization
devoid of racialized role strain.
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Appendix A: Association Recruitment Email

Hello,
My name is David Hibbler, Jr. and I am a doctoral candidate at the University of South Florida in
the Department of Leadership, Counseling Adult Career, and Higher Education as well as a
member of your organization. I would like to ask your assistance in sharing my research
invitation with the members of your association. The purpose of this narrative, qualitative study
is to understand how Black, mid-level administrators negotiate their professional and racial
identities when navigating campus racial conflict, determine what are the unique stressors these
individuals encounter, and finally how they cope with such matters. This dissertation research
study is the final phase of my doctoral program.
Participation Details:




Participate in two 60-minute interviews via Zoom video conferencing (one before the
participant diaries and one after)
Complete two participant diary entries during a five-day work week.
Review final transcripts for accuracy

If interested in participating, please complete the survey provided.
Survey Link:
If you have any questions, please contact David Hibbler, Jr. at HibbDoc@gmail.com or Dr.
Tonisha Lane at tblane@usf.edu.
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Appendix B: Call for Participants

I am seeking Black Mid-level student affairs administrators to participate in a dissertation
study on the racialized role strain betwixt one’s racial and occupational identity. The purpose of
this narrative qualitative study is to understand how Black, mid-level administrators negotiate
their professional and racial identities when navigating campus racial conflict. This study will
look at the unique stressors these individuals encounter, how they cope with such matters, and
finally the perceived consequences of the aforementioned questions.
This is guided by the following research questions:
1. How do Black, mid-level, student affairs administrators experience and negotiate the
racialized role strain of their professional and racial identities during campus racial
incidents?
2. What are the unique stressors that Black mid-level student affairs administrators
experience in their role while dealing with campus racial incidents?
3. What coping strategies do Black mid-level student affairs administrators enact when
dealing with the racialized role strain?
Given this situation where one must maintain connection and solidarity with their racial and
ethnic background while also fulfilling the role of their occupational identity, there is a need for
understanding how Black mid-level administrators define, negotiate, and cope with the strain
between their professional and racial identities during times of campus racial unrest.
The support and retention of Black, mid-level administrators have implications for staff
recruitment and the professional pipelines for advancement to administrative leadership positions
at the middle and senior levels of higher education. This study aims to bring more visibility to
the lives of administrators positioned in the middle of organizational structures who
simultaneously occupy a racial minority identity while managing campus racial incidents.
To participate in the study, you need to meet the following criteria:
 Self-identify as Black or African American
 Currently hold a mid-level administrative student affairs position in higher education
(e.g., assistant, or associate director or assistant or associate dean titles)
 Work at a Predominantly White institution
 Have a minimum of two years of experience supervising professional staff holding a
mimum of master’s degree.
Participation Details:




Participate in two 60-minute interviews via Zoom video conferencing (one before the
participant diaries and one after)
Complete two participant diary entries during a five-day work week.
Review final transcripts for accuracy

If you choose to participate, you may withdraw from the study at any time and there is no
penalty to you for choosing not to participate. Please be assured that I will take great care to treat
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all information confidentially and that whenever I write or talk about this study, I will not use
your name, and will do my best to describe you in a way that others cannot recognize you. You
will have the opportunity to see materials before publication.
If you are interested in participating in this study or learning more about what participation
entails, please contact me at HibbDoc@gmail.com
Thank you,
David Hibbler, Jr.
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Appendix C: Demographic Information

1. Name: Fill in the blank
2. Contact Email: Fill in the blank
3. Sex: Fill in the blank
4. Gender: Fill in the blank
5. Pronouns:
6. Sexual Orientation: Fill in the blank
7. Age: Fill in the blank
8. Highest degree attained: (Select one)
i. Bachelors
ii. Master’s
iii. Terminal Degree (PhD, EdD or JD)
9. Functional Area: Fill in the blank
10. Length of time in the field: Fill in the blank
11. Position Title:
12. Length of time in current position
13. Institution Size and Type
14. Has your campus experienced any race related incidents since you have been employed?
i. Yes, or No
15. If yes, please explain Fill in the blank
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Appendix D: Interview One Protocol

Interview 1 Protocol
1. Review and obtain informed consent document from participant
2. Review participant demographic information
3. Turn on and position digital recorder
4. Begin (Smile)
Mid-level Role
How did you get involved in student affairs?
How did you get/arrive in the position you currently hold?
 What does it mean to work in Student Affairs?
 How has it evolved over time?
 Tell me what it is like to be able Mid-level administrator at your institution.
 Tell me about what it is like to be a Black mid-level student affairs administrators at your
institution.
 Do you have other identities that you feel impact being a mid-level administrator?
 (If yes,) how do those identities intersect with being a Black administrator?
 What does a typical day or week look like for you?
Role Expectations
 How do you see your role?
 What are your primary tasks and responsibilities?
 Describe your understanding of what is expected of you as a mid-level student affairs
administrators.
 How do you know this?
 With what units or individuals do you work the most?
 What is your relationship with supervisees? Supervisors? Senior administrators? Other
campus partners with whom you frequently interact?
 How do your expectations impact your sense of self?
Probes



Which tasks and or responsibilities seem to get the most of your attention?
Which seems to get the least of your attention? Why?

Probes



What are some examples that would help me to better understand your ideas of the
expectations?
How were these exceptions conveyed to you?

Role Strain
 Describe your workload. How do you balance your work abilities?
 What about your mid-level role is stressful to you?
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Bridge




How do you think your role differs from colleagues of different race/ethnicity?
What about any tasks or responsibilities expected of you because of your race?
Can you describe any strains or stressors on your role because of your race?

Racial Microaggressions
 In your role if you have experienced a distressing encounter because of your race, would
you mind sharing what happened in that situation?
 Can you describe a specific incident where you felt uncomfortable by a word and or
actions in your mid-level role at work that related to your race?
Racial Incidents on campus? Incidents on other campuses impact?
Question about the national context with race?
Probes







Can you recall any mental, emotional, and or physical reactions you may have
experienced during that encounter?
How did you feel when that situation was occurring? how did your body feel?
What did you think about that situation?
What did you do right after that encounter?
How often do such encounters occur? Are these encounters more or less obvious to you?
How often do you take personal or sick days (for you, vs for someone other reason i.e.
family, issues/commitment)?

Closing
 Are there any other thoughts you would like to share?
 What are important questions I should be asking about this topic?
 Ask if they are still interested in completing the diary.
o If yes, Review the guidelines and prompt for diary.
o If no, Ask If they would be willing to complete the second interview as a followup up to our fist conversation and engage in member checking.
 As I review the information from our interview, I would like to share
portions of my thoughts with you as a participant of this study called
member checking. Would you be interested in offering feedback to me?
 Please indicate a pseudonym for yourself and institution that may be used in subsequent
information generated from interviews conducted for this research.
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Appendix E: Diary Interview Protocol

Black Mid-level Student Affairs Administrators Negotiations of Racialized Role Strain
Diary Protocol
Twelve Black mid-level administrator will capture their responses to their reflexivity
on the experience being a Black Mid-level student affairs administrator. Following this diary
activity, you will be interviewed for 1 hour referencing the diaries and other reflections captured
and collected to prompt explanations.
Guidelines for Diary Completion
Thank you for agreeing to keep a diary. These diary entries are specifically interested in your
day-to-day experiences of your role as a Black mid-level student affairs administrator.
Please try to complete at least two diary entries over a one five-day work week, by looking back
over the day and thinking of times, places, or events where you became aware of your role as a
Black mid-level student affairs administrator, in either a positive or a negative way. This may
have arisen through comments said to you, something you hear or see, a task assigned to you, a
look from someone, and your reaction to a news story, a song, or an image.
In completing your diary, please try to include the following:
 The date
 What happened to make you aware of either your race or positionality within the
organization?
 Where you were?
 Who else was involved?
 How did it make you feel?
 How did it make you feel about where you were?
 Did you mention this to anyone else, who, how did they react?
 Did perceive any consequences from this interaction?
At the end of the diary window:
Please add anything else you have remembered or thought about in the space below, but that did
not happen during the time that you kept the diary.
If there are any other experiences that you would like to write about, but that did not happen
within the two weeks, please add these, following the outline above.
Please do not worry about grammar, spelling. You can use the provided notebook or your own,
or you can record the information outlined a word processing document.
You and your diary entries will remain anonymous
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If you know of anyone else who may be interested in taking part in the research, please pass on
my contact details.
Thank you for your participation.
Once you have completed the second diary I will contact you for a follow-up interview.
If you have any questions or run into any problems, please let me know. You can reach me at:
David Hibbler, Jr.
HibbDoc@gmail.com
708-704-0127
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Appendix F: Diary Interview Two Protocol

1. How did you find keeping the diary?
2. Were there any problems with the diary (prompts: keeping it, structure, layout,
presentation)?
3. Do you normally keep a diary?
4. Did you find the diary intrusive?
5. Did knowing that I would be reading it affect the content?
6. Is there anything you did not include?
7. Subsequent questions related specifically to the individual diary entries.
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APPENDIX G: Informed Consent Letter

Informed Consent to Participate in Research Involving Minimal Risk
Information to Consider Before Taking Part in this Research Study
Pro #
You are being asked to take part in a research study. Research studies include only people who
choose to take part. This document is called an informed consent form. Please read this
information carefully and take your time making your decision. Ask the researcher or study staff
to discuss this consent form with you, please ask him/her to explain any words or information
you do not clearly understand. The nature of the study, risks, inconveniences, discomforts, and
other important information about the study are listed below.
We are asking you to take part in a research study called:
Managing at the Intersection: The Negotiations of Racialized Role Strain of Black, Midlevel Student Affairs Administrators at Predominantly White Institutions
The person who is in charge of this research study is David Hibbler, Jr. This person is called
the Principal Investigator. However, other research staff may be involved and can act on behalf
of the person in charge.
The research will be conducted at the University of South Florida.

Purpose of the study
The purpose of this study is to understand how Black, mid-level administrators negotiate their
professional and racial identities when navigating campus racial conflict. This study will look at
the unique stressors these individuals encounter, and how they cope with such matters.
Why are you being asked to take part?
We are asking you to take part in this research study because you (1) self-identify as Black or
African American, (2) currently hold a mid-level administrative student affairs position in higher
education (e.g., assistant or associate director or assistant or associate dean titles), (3) work at a
predominantly White institution, and (4) have a minimum of two years of experience supervising
professional staff holding a minimum of master’s degree.
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Study Procedures:
If you take part in this study, you will be asked to:
Complete a background questionnaire and participate in three-part process. The purpose of the
questionnaire is to learn more about your personal and academic background as well as your
attitudes towards engineering. The questionnaire takes 5 minutes to complete.
All participants will complete an initial semi-structured in-depth interview, approximately 60-90
minutes long, asking about their general experiences with the proposed research questions about
strain they feel or perceive in their mid-level student affairs role. Secondly, over the course of
one five-day work week participants will keep a diary of their day-to-day experiences in their
role as a Black mid-level student affairs administrator. Upon receipt of the diary and analysis of
both the participants’ first semi-structured interview and diary, the researcher will schedule the
final post semi structured interview. This interview will be used to follow up on any themes or
patterns that need additional clarification from the first interview and diary entries.
Total Number of Participants
About 12 individuals will take part in this study.
Voluntary Participation / Withdrawal
You do not have to participate in this research study. You should only take part in this study if
you want to volunteer. You should not feel that there is any pressure to take part in the study.
You are free to participate in this research or withdraw at any time.
Benefits
We are unsure if you will receive any benefits by taking part in this research study.
Risks or Discomfort
This research is considered to be minimal risk. That means that the risks associated with this
study are the same as what you face every day. There are no known additional risks to those who
take part in this study.
Compensation
You will receive no payment or other compensation for taking part in this study.
Costs
It will not cost you anything to take part in the study.
Privacy and Confidentiality
I will keep your study records private and confidential. Certain people may need to see your
study records. Anyone who looks at your records must keep them confidential. These individuals
include:
• Certain government and university people who need to know more about the study, and
individuals who provide oversight to ensure that we are doing the study in the right way.
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• Any agency of the federal, state, or local government that regulates this research.
• The USF Institutional Review Board (IRB) and related staff who have oversight responsibilities
for this study, including staff in USF Research Integrity and Compliance.
• We may publish what we learn from this study. If we do, we will not include your name. We
will not publish anything that would let people know who you are.
You can get the answers to your questions, concerns, or complaints
If you have any questions, concerns or complaints about this study, or experience an
unanticipated problem, call David Hibbler, Jr. at (708) 704-0127 or Dr. Tonisha Lane at (813)
974-7156. If you have questions about your rights as a participant in this study, or have
complaints, concerns or issues you want to discuss with someone outside the research, call the
USF IRB at (813) 974-5638.
Consent to Take Part in this Research Study
I freely give my consent to take part in this study. I understand that by signing this form I am
agreeing to take part in research. I have received a copy of this form to take with me.
_____________________________________________
Signature of Person Taking Part in Study
_____________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Taking Part in Study

____________
Date

Statement of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
I have carefully explained to the person taking part in the study what he or she can expect from
their participation. I confirm that this research subject speaks the language that was used to
explain this research and is receiving an informed consent form in their primary language. This
research subject has provided legally effective informed consent.
________________________________________________ _______________
Signature of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
Date
_______________________________________________________________
Printed Name of Person Obtaining Informed Consent
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Appendix H: Conceptual Framework Graphic
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